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INTRODUCTION
Human beings eat to survive. However, to understand eating only in terms of survival
does little to further the comprehension of the role of this act of human survival. Every human
culture has an understanding of eating which goes beyond mere human survival but is
intrinsically woven into overall human existence.1 This includes but is not limited to the ritual of
eating itself, the menu, or who can be invited to eat. In the words of Mary Douglas,
If food is treated as a code, the message it encodes will be found in the pattern of
social relationships being expressed. The message is about different degrees of
hierarchy, inclusion, and exclusion, boundaries, and transactions across the
boundaries.2
Eating therefore can be used as a tool of identity formation which leads to the building
and sustenance of boundaries. While this fact is evident in human culture generally, it is even
more obvious among religious groups. Yet like any human institution, whatever contributes to
the formation of group identity can also become a bone of contention within the same group,
which, if uncontrolled, leads to factionalism.
This was the case within the Christ group in the Roman city of Corinth to whom Paul
wrote in the first century. The meal which he calls the Lord’s Supper was supposed to establish
equality and cement their common experience of the divine, but this meal had been turned into a
ritual that ensured inequality, injustice, discrimination, and worst still, hunger for some. Paul’s

1

Mary Douglas, “Deciphering a Meal,” Daedalus (1972): 61–81.

2

Douglas, “Deciphering a Meal,” 61.

1

2
letter to the Christ group in Corinth therefore addresses this situation. Paul tries to resolve this
conflict by reminding them of the nature and purpose of this meal.
The consensus among New Testament scholars today is that the Lord’s Supper is a
variant of the Graeco-Roman Banquet.3 This means that the Lord’s Supper reflects the way
formal meal events were performed in the first century Graeco-Roman world. In light of this
position, scholars have outlined many similarities between the narrative of the Lord’s Supper in
this letter to the Corinthians, other New Testament narratives of the Last Supper, and meal
narratives obtainable in the first century of the Graeco-Roman world. However, while placing
this meal in the context of other meals in the Graeco-Roman world, the scholarship on these
meals among Christ groups has failed to address the ways in which the Lord’s Supper is
significantly different from other banquets in the Graeco-Roman world. In trying to avoid an
implication of Christian uniqueness, scholars have all too often glossed over the distinctiveness
of this meal. Therefore, I will in this dissertation examine those features of this meal that make it
distinct among the meals of the Graeco-Roman world. I will investigate how Paul argues for the
distinct nature of this meal while at the same time I uphold the similarities it has with other meals
in the Graeco-Roman world. The question this dissertation asks primarily is: if the Lord’s Supper
is a variant of Graeco-Roman Banquet meal tradition, in what ways is it a variant? I will be
arguing that the possibility of committing sacrilege and the eschatological atmosphere of the

3
Dennis E. Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist: The Banquet in the Early Christian World,
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003); See also Matthias Klinghardt, Gemeinschaftsmahl und Mahlgemeinschaft: Soziologie
und Liturgie Frühchristlicher Mahlfeiern. (Tübingen: Francke Verlag, 1996); Dennis E. Smith, “The Greco-Roman
Banquet as a Social Institution,” in Meals in the Early Christian World: Social Formation, Experimentation, and
Conflict at the Table, ed. Dennis E. Smith and Hal E. Taussig (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).

3
Lord’s Supper are the two ways in which this meal is distinct from other meals in the GraecoRoman world.
In terms of sources, I will work with the New Testament (especially 1 Corinthians) and
with evidence in the ancient world (literary and non-literary). Writings covering family meals,
club or association meals, and religious meals provide a wide range of materials for comparison.
This will affirm the similarities between these meals and the Lord’s Supper on the one hand and
help highlight the distinctive features of the Lord’s Supper as described in Corinth on the other.
Methodologically, I classify the Graeco-Roman banquet meal tradition as a genre. I will
survey the Aristotelian idea of genre, which sees genre as a category that is definition-like,
constituted by necessary and sufficient conditions of membership.4 I will argue that this idea of
genre presumed by scholars who emphasize the similarity of the Lord’s Supper to the GraecoRoman Banquet meal tradition does not address sufficiently how the Lord’s Supper is a variant
of this tradition. As an alternative, I will propose a prototype understanding of classification, a
theory developed in cognitive psychology by Eleanor Rosch. The prototype theory argues that
membership within a category is determined by its relationship to the category’s prototype(s).5

4

Michael Sinding, “Framing Monsters: Multiple and Mixed Genres, Cognitive Category, and Gravity’s
Rainbow, Poetics Today 31 (2010): 465–505.
5

Eleanor Rosch, Carol Simpson, and R. Scott Miller, “Structural Basis of Typicality Effects,” Journal of
Experimental Psychology: Human Perception and Performance 2 (1976): 491–502, here 491. For additional
information on Rosch’s research on prototype theory, see Eleanor H. Rosch, “Natural Categories,” Cognitive
Psychology 4 (1973): 328–50; Eleanor Rosch Heider, “‘Focal’ Color Areas and the Development of Color Names,”
Developmental Psychology 4 (1971): 447–55; Eleanor Rosch Heider and Donald C. Olivier, “The Structure of the
Color Space in Naming and Memory for Two Languages,” Cognitive Psychology 3 (1972): 337–54; Eleanor Rosch
Heider, “Universals in Color Naming and Memory,” Journal of Experimental Psychology 93 (1972): 10–20; Eleanor
Rosch “Cognitive Reference Points,” Cognitive Psychology 7 (1975): 535–47.

4
This prototypical understanding of categorization invites one to respect the distinctiveness of
every member of the category while acknowledging the similarities.
It is the hope of this study that future examinations of various socio-cultural phenomena
in early Christianity within its contemporary world will employ methodological tools that
appreciate both the similarities these phenomena shared with this world and equally the
distinctiveness of these same phenomena. This is not in any way an argument for the uniqueness
of early Christianity but it is an appreciation of the fact that similarity does not preclude
distinctiveness; it presumes it.

CHAPTER ONE
THE HISTORY OF SCHOLARSHIP
Introduction
The evidence of the New Testament and other early texts sufficiently attest that having
communal meals was an important feature of the early Jesus movement.1 While the gospels
record Jesus having several meals during his lifetime, the circumstances of his last meal, called
the Last Supper, and its role for subsequent developments in Christianity have attracted
significant attention in scholarship.2 The Last Supper occupies a pre-eminent place among
various meals Jesus had during his public ministry. This is shown in the way early Christians
perpetuated that meal in various contexts. As such, the Last Supper, as it is known today among
Christians under various names like Mass, Eucharist, and Communion, has also assumed
significant doctrinal importance in the Christian tradition.
Apart from the text-critical challenges present in the texts on the Last Supper, a
contentious Christian history mired in doctrinal controversies has made the objective study of the

1

1 Corinthians 11:17–34; Mark 14:22–25; Matthew 26:26–29; Luke 22:19–20; Acts 2: 46, 20:7–11
Didache 10; cf. John 6: 51–58. Robert J. Karris states that “Jesus got himself crucified because of the way he ate.” I
think that is an exaggeration that nevertheless underlines the importance of meals in the Jesus tradition. Cf. Robert J.
Karris, Luke: Artist and Theologian: Luke’s Passion Account as Literature (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock: Paulist,
2009), 70.
2

Jostein Ädna, “Jesus’ Meals and Table Companions,” in The Eucharist: Its Origins and Contexts, Sacred
Meal, Communal Meal, Table Fellowship in Late Antiquity, Early Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. David
Hellholm and Dieter Sanger, 3 vols, WUNT 376 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 333–53. Thomas Kazen also
believes that “The Last Supper is not a continuation of the table fellowship with ‘tax collectors’ and ‘sinners,’ but a
meal with a completely different focus.” 352. Cf. Thomas Kazen, “Sacrificial Interpretation in the Narratives of
Jesus’ Last Meal,” in The Eucharist: Its Origins and Contexts, 477–502.
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Last Supper a quite difficult task. This is due to the “tendency of each theological tradition to
retroject its own understanding of the Eucharist back into the early Church, whether it would find
itself at home or not.”3 This would suggest that the phenomenon of religious growth has
transformed the form, meaning, and understanding of the Eucharist in every Christian tradition
“without exception.”4 In spite of these challenges, however, significant progress has been made
in the history of scholarship on the subject of the Last Supper.
Some of the issues that have come up in the history of scholarship on the Last Supper
include:
1. The historicity of the last meal of Jesus
2. The relationship of the Last Supper to the Passover and Judaism
3. The relationship between the textual attestations
4. The original words of Institution
5. The relationship of the Last Supper to the mystery cults
6. The relationship of the Lord’s Supper to the Graeco-Roman Banquets
7. The relationship of the Lord’s Supper to the (cultic) meals among the Essenes and/or in the
Dead Sea Scrolls.
8. The Lord’s Supper and ritual theory.
This dissertation hopes to benefit from the many discussions that have featured these
issues in previous scholarship of this subject matter. It is the aim of this study to make a

3

David E. Aune, “The Presence of God in the Community: The Eucharist in Its Early Christian Cultic
Context,” SJT 29 (1976): 451–59, here 452.
4

Aune, “The Presence of God,” 452. (Italics original).
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significant contribution that will further an appreciation of the Last Supper within its historical
context.
Historically, 1 Corinthians 11:17–34 contains the earliest reference to the Lord’s Supper
as a commemoration of the Last Supper in the Corinthian community.5 In this passage, Paul
addresses what he considered to be an abuse of this established Christian practice (1 Cor. 11:17–
22). This abuse had to do with the evident lack of communal love occurring in the manner in
which the meal was being celebrated. By doing this, Paul reflected several themes which were
also present in other literature of the first century similarly focused on the topic of meals.6 Paul
then presents the community with the tradition of Jesus’ institution of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor.
11:23–26). The fact that Paul is appealing implicitly to their memory of having received this
tradition indicates that the Corinthians were not unaware of it. Finally, before he concludes this
section (1Cor. 17:33–34), Paul warns about the consequences of participating in this meal
unworthily (1 Cor. 11:27–32). Interestingly, he also includes a comment in this passage which
explicitly interprets the recent events of death and illness in Corinth as being a consequence of
eating the meal unworthily (1 Corinthians 11:30). In this way, he introduces the idea of judgment
(by God) into this meal tradition.

5

In this dissertation, the Last Supper will mean the last meal of Jesus. The Lord’s Supper is the Christian
commemoration of the Last Supper. In the words of John Meier “On the one hand, then, the Christian Eucharist has
its historical roots, its historical foundation, in the Last Supper… on the other hand, we must appreciate that Last
Supper and Eucharist are not the same thing, pure and simple.” While Meier is making the distinction between the
“Mass” or “Eucharist” and the Last Supper, I am making a distinction between the Last Supper and the Lord’s
Supper which was taking place in Corinth. John Meier “The Eucharist at the Last Supper: Did it Happen?” TD 42
(1995): 335–50.
6

These include but are not limited to themes of social bonding, social stratification and social equality. Cf.
Dennis Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist, From Symposium to Eucharist: The Banquet in the Early Christian
World (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 8–12.
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Given the historical importance of the Corinthian passage, the contribution of this
dissertation to scholarship in this field will be to further the understanding of the Lord’s Supper
in the city of Corinth. This research will take into consideration the progress that scholarship has
made so far in the study of this passage. Though the focus will be on understanding the
Corinthian passage itself, reference to studies on the Last Supper are also relevant. This
appreciation of previous scholarship will help establish the necessity of this dissertation.
However, given the immense number of contributions to date on this subject, which makes it
impossible to cover every study, special attention will be paid to issues directly relevant to
establishing the context and significance of the present work.
This chapter will therefore review previous scholarship on the Lord’s Supper under four
headings:
1. The historicity of the Last Supper
2. The Lord’s Supper in its socio-historical context: Judaism
2.1 Passover
2.2 The Dead Sea Scrolls
3. The Lord’s Supper in its socio-historical context: Graeco-Roman World
3.1 Cultic Aetiology
3.2 Mystery Cults
4. The Lord’s Supper and Ritual Theory
5. Graeco-Roman Banquet
6. Methodological Considerations
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The Historicity of the Last Supper
The historicity of the Last Supper is an issue that has occupied a good deal of space in
scholarship. While some deny that it ever occurred, many affirm its occurrence; others take an
agnostic stance. The Jesus Seminar, for example, is deeply skeptical of the historicity of the Last
Supper. In their analysis of the narratives of the New Testament, the passages narrating the Last
Supper in the New Testament were either marked with the colors gray or black.7 Gray in the
understanding of the group means that the information in the select passage is possible but
unreliable while black means that information is improbable, does not fit verifiable evidence, and
is largely fictive.8 The group argues that the Last Supper had its origins in a pagan context. The
pagan context suggested is Asia Minor and Greece, where Paul established churches, and not
Jerusalem where Jesus died.9 This group suggests that the idea of eating the body of Christ and
drinking his blood would have been culturally offensive to Jewish sensitivities and did not reflect
the cultural context of Palestinian Jews.10
Marcus J. Borg, a member of the Jesus seminar, notes that,
We do not know if Jesus in fact held a “last supper” with his disciples at which
elements of the meal (bread and wine) were invested with special significance.
The stories of a last supper in the gospels may be the product of the early
community’s embryonic ritualization of the meal tradition [i.e., “open

7

Mark 12:22–26 (Gray); Matt 26:26–30 (Black); Luke 22:14–20 (Black); 1 Cor 11:23–26 (Black). Cf.
Robert W. Funk and the Jesus Seminar, The Acts of Jesus: The Search for the Authentic Deeds of Jesus (San
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998), 37. I have decided to cite the Jesus Seminar—in spite of their being a mediadriven group—because in their writings, all denials regarding the historicity (including the less dramatic ones) of the
New Testament come to a head.
8
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9

Funk, Acts of Jesus, 139.

10

Funk, Acts of Jesus. 139.

10
commensality”] rather than a historical recollection of the last night of Jesus’ life.
There seems, in this instance, no way of moving beyond “not knowing.”11
In a bid to explain the historical emergence of the Last Supper, John Dominic Crossan observes
that “what Jesus created and left behind was the tradition of open commensality seen so often
earlier, and what happened was that after his death, certain Christian groups created the Last
Supper as a ritual that combined that commensality from his life with a commemoration of his
death. It spread to other groups slowly.”12 Open commensality for Crossan is a term for Jesus’
unusual practice of eating with marginal people and social outcasts.13 Crossan then constructs the
six stages of the development of the Last Supper.14 Though he was not a member of the Jesus
seminar, Hyam Maccoby’s position is not far from that of this group: “Paul himself was the
inventor and creator of the Eucharist, both as an idea and as a Church institution.”15 It was Paul,
according to Maccoby, that founded the Eucharist on a revelation which he received.16 For
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Marcus J. Borg, Meeting Jesus Again for the first Time: The Historical Jesus and the Heart of
Contemporary Faith (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994), 66.
12
John Dominic Crossan, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994),
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meals does not reflect the evidence of the early Christian texts in which the Last Supper was treated as distinct and
pre-eminent.
13

John Koenig, The Feast of the World’s Redemption: Eucharistic Origins and Christian Mission
(Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Trinity Press International, 2000), 6.
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John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San
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Maccoby, “Paul and no one else was the creator of the Eucharist. He gave authority to this new
institution, which he actually derived from mystery religion, by adducing a vision in which he
had seen Jesus at the Last Supper.”17
A different approach to denying the historicity of the Last Supper holds that while “Jesus
may indeed have held a final meal with his disciples, the narratives as we have them are
creations of the early church and so can tell us nothing about the actual historical roots of the
Eucharist but can only witness to its later development.”18 This is what I will call the
Bultmannian approach to distinguish it from the outright historical denial by the Jesus Seminar.19
This is in line with Bultmann’s idea that the goal of form-criticism is to study the history of the
oral tradition behind the gospels.20
While appreciating the observations of scholars who doubt or deny the historicity of the
Last Supper, this dissertation will argue along with Paul F. Bradshaw that although the accounts
of the Last Supper in the New Testament and early Christian literature have been influenced by
the liturgical practices of early Christians, one can still discern within them a firm historical

17
Maccoby, The Mythmaker, 118. Maccoby’s idea about Paul as the originator of the Lord’s Supper, is not
supported by the textual evidence in the New Testament. My understanding of the textual evidence follows the
argument of Arthur Darby Nock that the phrase Ἐγὼ γὰρ παρέλαβον ἀπὸ τοῦ κυρίου in 1 Cor. 17:23 means that the
tradition has the full authority of the Lord. See Arthur Darby Nock, Early Gentile Christianity and its Hellenistic
Background (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), 69. See also Charles H. Talbert who writes that “Paul does not
claim that the tradition to follow was given him personally by the earthly Jesus or the risen Christ, but that the Lord
was the origin of the tradition he passed on.” See also, Charles H. Talbert, Reading Corinthians: A Literary and
Theological Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians (New York: Crossroad, 1987), 76.
18
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core.21 Since there are disciples still alive who knew Jesus, there is a high probability to be
attached, at least, to the core of the tradition of the Lord’s Supper. Also, Paul is not afraid of
speaking in his own name, but he makes it quite clear when he did so.22 The notion that it is
possible to alter or reconstruct a past, should always be nuanced since “the past is in some
respects, and under some conditions, highly resistant to efforts to make it over.”23 This is what
Barry Schwartz means when he claims that the malleability of the past has limits.24 This does not
in any sense mean that the Gospel narratives are pure images of what really happened but to
affirm that “the past is not in every way rewriteable and can even, in some cases, set the course
for its own commemoration.”25 It is definitely within the realm of sound academic research to
approach these texts with some healthy skepticism of its historicity. This healthy skepticism
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should, however, not descend into a form of historical nihilism. A healthy skepticism can be
maintained while affirming that at its core, this event is historical. This will be beneficial in
understanding what the writers of these texts mean by this event, since, for them, it was
historical. For the early groups of Jesus followers, Jesus had a last meal with his disciples. This
dissertation takes this to be the case with the Last Supper as recorded in the gospels and the
Lord’s Supper in Corinth.
In a use of form critical methods, John Meier argues that the criteria of multiple
attestation and coherence, and perhaps indirectly the criterion of Jesus’ rejection, all support the
historicity of the Last Supper.26 The criterion of multiple attestation is satisfied by the presence
of narratives of the Last Supper in (1) Paul and (2) Mark, who were both followed by Matthew
and Luke with some changes.27 Jesus having a last meal with his disciples also coheres with the
fact that Jesus is known to have had multiple public meals during his lifetime, a fact readily
agreed with even by those who deny the historicity of the Last Supper. Jesus was once described
as an eater and a drinker, a friend of tax collectors and sinners (Matt. 11.19). This no doubt helps
fulfil the third criterion of the rejection of Jesus, since such meals with social and moral outcasts
do not endear him to the pious in society.28 Meier’s argument is not a foolproof case that all the
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historical questions of these narratives have been answered definitively, but he does engage these
questions without denying a historical core.
However, in her seminal article “On Using the Wrong Tool,” Morna Hooker observes
that equating ‘form’ with ‘content’ is the trap that form criticism as practiced by the Jesus
Seminar often fall into while analyzing the literature of early Christianity. That is, the form-critic
often equates the Sitz im Leben with the origin of the material.29 In the words of Humphrey
Palmer, whether or not the early Church was adept at thinking up stories about Jesus to fit
Church situations, the form critics are certainly adept at “thinking up early-Church situations to
suit stories of Jesus.”30 This is by no way dismissive of the laudable efforts of the form critics
engaged in the study of the New Testament and early Christian literature but rather a cautious
reminder that sometimes the tools of form criticism can be used rather arbitrarily.31
Another issue that has been important for historians of early Christianity has been to
establish the earliest tradition among the textual attestations we have. The various positions held
about these textual attestations can be classified into two traditions. The first tradition is linked to
Jerusalem and is textually represented by Mark 14, while the second tradition is believed to have
come from Paul (or Rome), and this is textually represented by 1 Corinthians 11. Reginald Fuller
calls this the “double origin of the Eucharist,” an understanding he ascribes to F. Spitta.32 There
have been arguments about which of the accounts is the earlier. Joachim Jeremias thinks there

29

Morna D. Hooker, “On Using the Wrong Tool,” Theology 75 (1972): 570–81, here 572.

30

Humphrey Palmer, The Logic of Gospel Criticism: An Account of the Methods and Arguments Used by
Textual, Documentary, Source and Form Critics of the New Testament (New York: St Martin Press, 1968), 185.
31

Hooker, “Wrong Tool,” 581.

32

Reginald H. Fuller, “The Double Origin of the Eucharist,” BR 8 (1963): 60–72.

15
was a semitic tradition (Jerusalem tradition) written in the first decade after the death of Jesus
which linguistically is the earliest, and that Mark best represents this.33 However, the oldest
written form, according to Jeremias, belongs to Paul. The ‘Jerusalem/Paul’ binary has also been
called the ‘Markan/Pauline’ binary with the sense that they are independent of each other.34 For
Eduard Schweizer, “one cannot say that Mark’s tradition is directly derived from Paul’s. Both
accounts stem from an earlier form of the tradition, with Paul’s account being on the whole
closer to the original.35 Meier shares the same double origin argument when he concludes that
“just as the form in 1 Corinthians represents the eucharistic formulas as known in the Pauline
churches, and perhaps at Antioch, so too the Markan words of institution probably reflect the
form of the eucharist known in Mark’s church, perhaps that of Rome.”36
Hans Lietzmann has what can be called the most comprehensive analysis of the double
origin of the Eucharist.37 Analyzing 4th century liturgical documents, he identifies two primitive
forms. The first form is the Hippolytan-Roman form. The understanding that prevails in this
form is that the last supper is a sacrifice offered to God.38 He argues that this idea is a genuinely
ancient conception of sacrifice and the meal associated with it. Paul and Pauline churches
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(specifically Corinth) have already shown familiarity with this idea of the meal as a sacrifice and
must have been the originators of the ideas in the Hippolytan-Roman form.39
The second form is the Egyptian form, and this is best represented by the Anaphora of
Sarapion. It is in its basic form traceable to general supper practice of Jesus and his Jerusalem
disciples. While it also bears some understanding of the meal as a sacrifice, here there was no
connection with a memorial of Jesus’ death and the remembrance of the Last supper.40 This
means that the bread and wine are images of the body and blood of Christ and nothing more. The
textual tradition at the basis of the Egyptian form is the Didache.41 In the argument of
Lietzmann, the Egyptian form preserves the general supper-practice of Jesus and his Jerusalem
disciples while the Hippolytan-Roman tradition with its sacrificial interpretation of the Last
Supper is a bold innovation by Paul.42
The problem with Lietzmann’s construction (and indeed the double origin theory) is that
we have here a model for analyzing the ancient data regarding the Lord’s Supper that is based on
the form of the Eucharist as it appeared in the later church.43 Using the Eucharistic liturgy of the
2nd or even 3rd centuries can distort, or at least obscure, what was occurring in the first
century.44 In this light, Paul Bradshaw raises the pertinent point that “we need to start not from a
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conviction about how things must have been, and then assemble the evidence in such a way that
it fits our thesis, but rather from evidence itself and see where it leads.”45 A way of doing this is
to pay some attention to meal traditions in the Graeco-Roman world and see how the Last Supper
fits these meal traditions.
The Last Supper in Its Socio-Historical Context: Judaism
Passover
Understandably, the first religious tradition scholars go to in order to explain most
phenomena in early Jesus movements is Judaism. The origin of the Last Supper has been explained
by linking it to a number of meals among the Jews in the first century, most importantly, the
Passover Seder. There are three positions held by scholars who seek to explain the Last Supper
and its relationship to the Passover Seder. The first position is that the Last Supper was a Passover
meal. The second is that the Last Supper was not a Passover meal, while the final position holds
that while the Last Supper may not have been a Passover Seder, it appears that the early Jesus
movement probably saw it as one or interpreted it as such.
Joachim Jeremias is prominent among scholars whose position is that the Last Supper
was a Passover meal.46 He painstakingly went through chronological, calendrical and
astronomical data to establish evidence for his argument. In the end he came up with fourteen
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observations he thinks makes it certain that the Last Supper was a Passover.47 These observations
are:
1. The unanimous testimony of the synoptics and John that the Last Supper took place in
Jerusalem.48
2. Jesus and his disciples had a room for it (cf. Mark 14:13–15)
3. The Last Supper was held at night, and from its inception, the Passover meal was held at
night.
4. Jesus had the Last Supper with the Twelve, and there is a possibility this meal corresponds to
the Passover practice.
5. Jesus and his disciples reclined at the Last Supper.
6. The Last Supper was eaten in a state of levitical purity (John 13:10).
7. Jesus broke bread during the meal. The Passover meal was the only family meal in the year at
which the serving of a dish is preceded by the breaking of bread.
8. Jesus and his disciples drank wine at the Last Supper. The drinking of wine was prescribed as
part of the rituals of Passover and Purim.
9. Jesus and his disciples drank red wine at the Last Supper. According to Rabbi Jeremiah (c.
320 C.E.), the use of red wine at the Passover was a binding prescription.
10. Jesus commissioned Judas to make some last-minute purchases for the festival because a
purchase the following day (Passover) would not be possible (John 13:29).
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11. Jesus commissioned Judas to give something to the poor, and it was customary to do
something for the poor on Passover night (John 13:29).
12. The Passover ends always with a hymn, as did the Last Supper (Mark 14:26)
13. Jesus did not return to Bethany after the meal because the night of the Passover has to be
spent in Jerusalem.
14. The Paschal character of the Last Supper as an interpretation of the special elements of the
meal is a fixed part of the Passover ritual.49
Crucially, Jeremias notes that the evidence of the synoptic gospels indicating that the Last
Supper was a Passover meal is at variance with the rites of the early Church. This is because,
while the Passover was an annual event, the Lord’s Supper for the early Church was not a yearly
celebration that replicated or replaced the Passover. The Lord’s Supper was a daily or a weekly
celebration.50 To explain this, he surmises that the reminiscence of the Passover could not have
come from liturgical practice but from ‘the survival of an historical reminiscence.’51 This is a
position similar to that of Howard Marshall, who argues that although the Last Supper was a
Passover, the Lord’s Supper was not.52 In the Last Supper, “Jesus took the Passover meal and
proceeded to give a new significance to it as a meal whose repetition by his followers would enable
them to remember him.”53 The new significance given to this meal means that the Lord’s Supper
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is not bound by the Passover ritual, including its requirement that it should be celebrated
annually.54
It has been observed, and rightly so, that many of Jeremias’ propositions draw on a
picture of the Passover meal that is obtainable only after the destruction of Jerusalem. A good
number of his sources are rabbinic, which he then read back into the gospels to create a paradigm
of the Last Supper as a Passover meal. In the view of Marshall, the Last Supper was a first
century Passover Seder Jesus held earlier than the official Jewish date for the Passover. Jesus
was able to do this as a result of calendrical differences among the Jews.55 The discovery of the
Dead Sea Scrolls have revealed with greater intensity the differences in ancient Judaism
including a diversity of calendars in first century Judaism.56 Marshall argues that the seeming
differences we have in the chronology of the synoptic gospels and John is explainable using this
insight.
Relying on Jeremias, James Dunn argues that the Lord’s Supper of the early followers of
Jesus was an adaptation of the Jewish Passover in which the blessing and breaking of bread was
the first act of the meal that came to stand for the whole meal. This meal is then followed with
the cup.57 This line of thought is supported by Joseph Fitzmyer, who states that Jesus would not
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only have celebrated the Passover but that he also reinterpreted elements of it that became the
basis of the Christian Eucharist.58
As attractive as the hypothesis of linking the Last Supper of Jesus to the Passover may
be, this idea has its own inherent weaknesses. The first is that the evidence of the New Testament
on this linkage is frustratingly varied. The synoptics, for instance, are explicit in linking the Last
Supper to the eve of Passover in a way Paul and John did not. Secondly, our knowledge of the
ritual of the Passover Seder in the first century is so limited that the only way to make this
argument is to read rabbinic texts back into the New Testament writings, as Jeremias did. This
point has been well emphasized by those who say the Last Supper was not a Passover meal.
Hans Lietzmann is one of the scholars who argues that the Last Supper was not a
Passover meal. He holds that it is wrong to hold that the rite of the Lord’s Supper has its source
and prototype in the Jewish Passover and that the last meal of Jesus was a Passover meal.59 He
recognizes four characteristics of the Passover which are absent from the Last Supper.
1. The Passover Lamb
2. The Midrash on Exodus
3. The eating of only unleavened bread
4. Four cups of wine
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In addition to this, he remarks that the oldest Christian community continued to celebrate
the Jewish Passover, a practice from which, according to him, the Christian Easter developed.
Lietzmann therefore concludes that “neither the significance nor the ritual (i.e., the Passover) of
this annual festival was identical with the Lord’s Supper.”60 Schweizer also notes that while an
inherent relationship between the Last Supper and the Passover tradition may be possible, it is by
no means necessary or obvious. Rather, he avers that the Last Supper being a Passover meal is
improbable.61
Baruch Bokser for his part differentiates between Passover pre-70 CE and post-70 CE.
He states that the pre-70 CE Passover meals would have been sacrificial meals, which was not
the case with the Last Supper. According to Bokser’s argument, what the synoptics have done is
to rework a Passover meal, which ends up coincidentally looking like the Passover meal of the
early rabbis, especially as it looks forward to a future salvific action of God after the destruction
of the Temple.62 In the opinion of Jonathan Klawans, the impossibility of the trial and execution
of Jesus taking place during the Passover—since Jewish laws forbade the holding of trials and
execution on holidays— makes the idea that the Last Supper is a Passover meal an improbable
one. For him, the synoptic gospel accounts of the Last Supper that included accounts of the
passion stretched one’s credulity historically, because they depict “something unlikely” and also
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because they fail to recognize the unlikely and problematic nature of what they depict. Therefore,
Klawans reasons that the Last Supper did not take place during the Passover and is therefore not
a Passover meal.63 Arguments linking the Last Supper and the Passover meal remain, therefore,
inconclusive in the face of the evidence of the New Testament; but the arguments against that
link also do not seem conclusive.64 We can say that our textual evidence calls for an exercise of
caution in linking both meals. What is, however, undeniable is that members of the early Jesus
movement understood the Last Supper in the context of the Passover meal. Whereas the
synoptics place it close to or within the Passover meal, John and Paul used the rabbinic
midrashic style of interpretation in seeing the Last Supper, and subsequently the Lord’s Supper,
in the light of the Passover.65 In the New Testament and in early Christianity, there is no
understanding of the Last Supper that is not Passover related.66 This is agreed upon by both sides
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of the Passover- Last Supper debate.67 So those who deny the relationship of the Last Supper
with the Passover have to explain the early association of both phenomena.68 Lauren F. Winner
underlines this early association and its subsequent implication when she writes that:
Although the Last Supper is connected to Passover in the Gospels, the connection
was not drawn between the Eucharist and the Passover meal in the first centuries
of its celebration. But relatively quickly, Christians made the connection—the
habit of interpreting the Eucharist as a seder was sufficiently widespread by the
fourth century that Chrysostom felt the need to homiletically correct those
Christians who reasonably concluded that, since the seder was annual and the
Eucharist was a Christian version of the seder, they needed to attend Mass only
once a year.69
This means that even if it is argued that the Last Supper is not a Passover meal, the paschal
features must still be explained. The answer to the question of whether the Last Supper is a
Passover meal goes beyond a simple Yes- or No-answer.70 This is because although the Passover
provides the most obvious background for the Last Supper of Jesus and his disciples, that
background does not fully explain our literary evidence.71 That the Last Supper can be
understood in the light of the Passover meal tells us little in itself about the meal. We have to
look beyond the Passover to understand the Last Supper.
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The Dead Sea Scrolls
Of all the possible parallels we have in Judaism outside of the Passover meal, I will be
focusing on the meals featured in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Some scholars will refer to other meals
like the Kiddush (the weekly sanctification at Sabbath) and Haburah meals (Jewish meals held
by a company of friends). I see such parallels as problematic for anachronistic reasons (i.e., they
represent later texts being read into the New Testament). They are also often conjectural.
Therefore, I am focusing on the meal described in the Dead Sea scrolls because it is more
relevant to my overall argument in this dissertation. The idea that the Last Supper should be seen
in the same framework as the eschatological meal, or Messianic meal, described in the Dead Sea
scrolls has a considerable following among scholars. For Heinz-Wolfgang Kuhn the
juxtaposition of bread and wine in a feast as we have in the Last Supper is paralleled in Judaism
only in the communal meals of the Dead Sea Scrolls.72
Related is the question of whether the communal meals in the Dead Sea Scrolls are sacred
or not. The sacral character of the communal meals in the scrolls is relevant because the early Jesus
movement in Corinth (or at least Paul) thinks the Lord’s Supper (at least as an event) has a sacral
character. Sacred or sacral in this sense would mean that the meal has a numinous quality and/or
is an integral part of a religious ritual that brings one into the presence of the divine. The idea that
the meal of the Scrolls’ community could have a sacral character was first suggested by Josephus’
interpretation of the Essene meals. According to Josephus:
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After this purification, they assemble in a private apartment which none of the
uninitiated is permitted to enter; pure now themselves, they repair to the refectory,
as to some sacred shrine. When they have taken their seats in silence, the baker
serves out the loaves to them in order, and the cook sets before each one plate with
a single course. Before meat the priest says a grace, and none may partake until
after the prayer.73
The communal meal is represented in the scrolls by two texts. The first one, called
the Rule of the Community (1QS) has this procedure for the eating of the communal meal:
In this way 2 shall they behave in all their places of residence. Whenever one fellow
meets another, the junior shall obey the senior in work and in money. They shall
eat together, 3 together they shall bless and together they shall take counsel. In
every place where there are ten men of the Community council, there should not be
missing amongst them 4 a priest. And everyone shall sit according to his rank before
him, and in this way shall they be asked for their counsel in every matter. And when
they prepare the table to dine or the new wine 5 for drinking, the priest shall stretch
out his hand as the first to bless the first fruits of the bread <or the new wine for
drinking, the priest shall stretch out his hand as the first 6 to bless the first fruits of
the bread> and the new wine.74
The second text that features communal meals in the Scrolls can be found in The Rule of
the Congregation (1QSa):
11 At [a ses]sion of the men of renown, [those summoned to] the gathering of the
community council, when [God] begets 12 the Messiah with them: [the] chief
[priest] of all the congregation of Israel shall enter, and all 13 [his] br[others, the
sons] of Aaron, the priests [summoned] to the assembly, the men of renown, and
they shall sit 14 be[fore him, each one] according to his dignity. After, [the
Mess]iah of Israel shall [enter] and before him shall sit the heads of the 15
th[ousands of Israel, each] one according to his dignity, according to [his] po[sition]
in their camps and according to their marches. And all 16 the heads of the cl[ans of
the congre]gation with the wise [men …] shall sit before them, each one according
73
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17 to his dignity. And [when] they gather [at the tab]le of community [or to drink
the n]ew wine, and the table of 18 the community is prepared [and the] new wine
[is mixed] for drinking, [no-one should stretch out] his hand to the first-fruit 19 of
the bread and of [the new wine] before the priest, for [he is the one who bl]esses
the first-fruit of bread 20 and of the new win[e and stretches out] his hand towards
the bread before them. Afterwar[ds,] the Messiah of Israel [shall str]etch out his
hands 21 towards the bread. [And afterwards, they shall ble]ss all the congregation
of the community, each [one according to] his dignity. And in accordance with this
precept one shall act 22 at each me[al, when] at least ten me[n are gat]hered.75
Both quotations place emphasis on the communal character of these meals. In addition to the
communal character of these meals, the Rule of the Congregation (1QSa) makes more evident the
eschatological or messianic hopes of the community. However, we do not have in these texts an
explicit reference to the sacral character of these meals.
It is to be noted that scholarly opinion on the sacral character is divided. In Bokser’s
opinion these meals were sacral and designed to replace the sacrificial cult in the Temple.76 For
Lawrence H. Schiffman the communal meals at Qumran were neither cultic nor sacral but were
rather connected with the “future expectations of the community and stemmed from the deep
Messianic consciousness of this group.”77 The scrolls do not describe the meal as a substitute for
a cult which they no longer practiced but they anticipated the great banquet to occur in the days to
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come.78 In a very insightful way, J. Van Der Ploeg makes a compelling argument for the distinction
between a sacral and a non-sacral meal. The essence of his argument is that it is possible for a meal
to have a religious meaning, but it is not on that account a sacred meal. While stating that there is
not much evidence of sacred meals in the Scrolls, he notes that:
Since the essential act of a meal is the eating of the food, a meal can only be called
sacred when the eating is a sacred act. This is normally when the food is sacred or
when a sacred meaning is attached to it. In an article in the encyclopedia, Die
Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart (2nd ed.) F. Pfister knows of four kinds of
“cultic meals” (kultische Mahlzeite): meals in which holy foods are eaten; covenant
meals; the meal of the sacrifice of communion; the meal offered exclusively to a
god.79
One can dispute the sacredness of the meals in the texts at Qumran; however, the eschatological
fervor present in the description of these meals, especially in the Rule of the Congregation (1QSa),
is undeniable. It is also to be noted that eschatology is the context for understanding the movement
behind the scrolls.80 Yet significantly, eschatological fervor is not something characteristic of the
Passover meal. The significance of the eschatological outlook evident in the meals in the Scrolls
becomes apparent when one compares them with the meals of early Jesus movement. It is on this
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point that the communal meals in the Dead Sea Scrolls are similar to the Last Supper and the
Lord’s Supper.81 In the communal meals of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the members of the community
were looking forward to the coming of the Davidic and Priestly messiahs. Among the early Christ
groups, this eschatological outlook is characterized by the expectation of the return of Jesus and
subsequent end of time. While both exhibited a similar eschatological outlook, seeing themselves
as living in the last days, the object of that focus was radically different. Nowhere is this difference
more evident than their communal meals.
However, beyond the paschal and eschatological features present in the Last Supper, there
are other features that are better explained by placing this meal in a different context than either
the Passover or the communal meals in the texts from Qumran. To explain some of these features,
scholars have turned to the socio-historical context of the larger Graeco-Roman world.
The Last Supper in Its Socio-Historical Context: The Graeco-Roman World
Cultic Aetiology
The Last Supper has also been described as a cultic aetiology in the manner of aetiologies
present in the Graeco-Roman world. A cultic aetiology primarily serves as the grounding and
explanation, in narrative form, of a cultic rite, simultaneously reflecting its concrete performance.82
Bultmann thought that “after the works of Eichhorn and Heitmueller I do not need to prove that a
cult legend lies behind Mk. 14:22–25… It is clear that vv. 22–25 is the cult legend of the Hellenistic
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circles about Paul, made to serve as an organic continuation of vv. 12–16 by recounting the
Passover meal.”83
The Last Supper, for Hans-Josef Klauck, has its basis in a mythical cultic aetiology. He
analyzes the structure of timelessness in myths, which means that although events in a myth never
happened, they are nevertheless forever extant.84 However, he avers that the Lord’s Supper is a
different sort of myth. since the “ritual practice of the community is anchored in history and
referred back to a fixed point in the recent, not to say most recent, past.”85 Meier in a similar
manner reasons that there is nothing wrong with the idea of cultic aetiology in the sense of a “cult
legend,” if by that one means that the Last Supper narratives “trace back and ground a ritual meal
of the church in a meal celebrated by Jesus. However, when this term starts to mean a denial of
any historical basis for the Last Supper, it is to be rejected.”86
That said, for Anders Eriksson,
The differences between the words of institution and real cultic aetiologies are,
however so great that the designation cultic aetiology should be rejected … the
tradition is not a myth separated from the Last Supper. It has a historical basis,
which is noticeable in the introductory phrase “in the night when he was betrayed.”
Paul’s reception of this tradition από τοῦ κυρίου does not mean a personal
revelation but a chain of transmission originating with the Lord.87
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Robert M. Grant is of the view that while the account of the Last Supper is “certainly
aetiological in the sense that it describes the origin of the rite, it is not self-evidently a myth,
however defined.”88 This dissertation argues that it is consistent with the literary evidence of early
Christianity to reject any suggestion that the Last Supper is without a historical basis. This is
because the narratives of the Last Supper consistently provided a historical basis for the meal. As
noted earlier, this does not mean a wholesale acceptance of the information provided by these
narratives; but it is an acknowledgement that seeks to respect a historical understanding of the
event by its earliest narrators.
Mystery Cults
Some scholars have also argued that the origin of the Last Supper is to be sought in the
mystery cults prevalent in the Graeco-Roman empire. The most comprehensive argument for the
linkage with Hellenistic cult-meals has been provided by Ernst Käsemann.89 In Käsemann’s
reasoning, Paul acknowledges this connection between Hellenistic meals and the Lord’s Supper
and used it for paranaetic and polemic purposes (1 Cor. 10.19ff). He argues that the idea in the
Lord’s Supper and Baptism is that Christians become members of Christ’s body, and he shows
that Paul derived similar ideas from gnostic piety based on the Archetypal Man.90 In this case,
Paul’s Christian interpretation is not gnostic but the underlying ideas are gnostic.
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Hans-Josef Klauck is convinced that the Last Supper could never have developed without
the ideological interaction and inspiration from the mystery cults. According to him,
…the mystery cults too are an intrinsic element of the non-Jewish horizon of the
reception of the Christian message. They too are embraced by the process of
enculturation of Christianity in its initial phase, and they make their own
contribution to this process. In my opinion, the Christian doctrine of the sacraments,
in the form in which we know it, would not have arisen without this interaction.91
Similarly, Richard Reitzenstein could not resist the temptation of finding possible parallels in
mystery cults. He comes, however, to a different conclusion than Käsemann and Klauck. His
full quotation is useful here:
When Paul in this reshaping adds εἰς τὴν ἐμὴν ἀνάμνησιν, “in memory of me,” of
course I can never interpret these words simply to mean a memorial meal, such as
is known in the Greek cult of the dead. This would be in contradiction to the
sacramental doctrine which Paul gives immediately after this. One could rather
interpret them in a mystical sense, somewhat corresponding to that narrative, from
about the time of Paul, in a magical text in which Osiris gives to Isis and to Horus
his blood to drink in a cup of wine, so that after his death, they will not forget
him, but must search for him with longing and lamentation until, brought back to
life, he is reunited with them. In fact, in the love magic and in friendship
covenants of most peoples the portion of blood puts a magical spell upon the soul
of the one who drinks it, and the idea is understandable that the Christians also,
thanks to the effects of this draught cannot forget the Lord’s death, but must speak
of him--- of course not in empty lamentation—until he himself shall re-appear…
Yet, unless a happy accident should give us new information about the practice
and interpretation of the mystery-meals that were common in most of the cults,
this remains only a matter of playing with possibilities; only baptism, not the
Lord’s Supper can be compared, up to this point with non-Christian
counterparts.92
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Although, Reitzenstein is hesitant to conclude, pending further research, that the Lord’s Supper
is a form of the Graeco-Roman meal as we have it in the mystery cults, he does not refrain from
extensively outlining possible parallels. It is crucial to point out that his resistance is partly
because the mystery-cults’ meals have at their basis a-historical cultic aetiologies.
Arthur Darby Nock makes a comprehensive argument that the notion of the Lord’s
Supper being a mystery cult meal is best abandoned. He doubts that the sacred meals in mystery
cults have the same significance as the Lord’s Supper in the early Jesus movement.93 In terms of
the use of language, it is the opinion of Nock that we have little to suggest a relationship because
any idea that what we call the Christian sacraments were in origin indebted to
pagan mysteries or even to the metaphorical concepts based upon them shatters on
the rock of linguistic evidence. Paul never uses telete or its correlatives, and has
myein only once, and then metaphorically to describe what life has taught him
(Phil. 4.12).94
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Nock concludes that “in pagan initiatory rites, washing was no more than a preliminary,
and meals were meals, with no known special significance save in Mithraism—and Mithraism
was not a notable force in the world around nascent Christianity.”95
Just as has been the case with cultic aetiology, locating the origin of the Lord’s Supper in
the mystery cult has been hampered by the dearth of textual evidence for such a connection. In
the few cases where there is textual evidence, the meanings derived from such evidence have not
been self-evident but conjectural.
Ritual Theory Studies
While there is no consensus about the definition of ritual, the consistent thing in many
definitions of ritual is the idea of repetition.96 This is because rituals play an important role in the
generation and fixation of religious beliefs by means of repetition.97 This, however, does not
shed much light on the concept of ritual, since many of the things we do daily share the feature
of repetition. So, the idea of sequencing is also important, since each ritual has a recognizable
sequence of events.98
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Paschal Boyer and Pierre Liénard describe the main characteristics of (human) action
ritualization as compulsion, rigidity (adherence to a script), goal demotion, and internal
repetition (and redundancy). An interesting idea in their characterization of ritual is what they
called “goal demotion.” This is when a ritual uses ordinary events of life and, while doing so,
divorces them from observable goals. 99 By so doing we invest these ordinary categories with
some qualities that defy expectations, and then attention is drawn to the information embedded in
or associated with them. Luther H. Martin notes that such “information tends, thereby, to be
considered more valuable than others in the marketplace of possible human ideas and,
consequently, selected and transmitted.”100 Crucial to this understanding of ritual is the idea of
goal demotion and repetition. In the Lord’s Supper in Corinth, we have a situation in which the
ordinary categories of bread and wine meant for biological nourishment experience a goal
demotion. Both elements are now imbued with new meanings. The call to “do this in
remembrance of me” is a call to repetition, a cornerstone of Boyer and Liénard’s definition of
ritual. This definition and outline of ritual makes the Lord’s Supper in Corinth a likely candidate
for ritual analysis.
Czachesz observes that in the New Testament there are three aspects to textual
interpretation as it concerns rituals. The first aspect is when texts describe ritual activity as we
have in 1 Cor. 11. Another aspect is when we can make assumptions about the use of passages in
ritual settings. This would include our labelling of some texts as hymnic.101 Assumptions in this
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instance must be made with extra caution. The final aspect of textual interpretation is when we
use evidence from the cultural setting of the New Testament to help us understand ritual
practices, even if these practices are not explicitly described in the text. In this instance he also
calls for an exercise of caution because the available samples may not be well understood or may
even be biased.102
The Lord’s Supper in the city of Corinth has understandably been brought into this
conversation on rituals, since it is one of the better candidates for the use of religious ritual.103 To
buttress this point, Czachesz gives an example from I Corinthians 11:17–34, which he
understands as an attempt to make the shared meals of the Corinthians more like a ritual and less
like any other meal. He observes that, in Paul’s view, the ritual should be unlike the meals people
consume in their homes (v. 22), its connections to the myth of Christ should be made explicit
(vv.23–26), and some non-trivial consequences of consuming the meal should be kept in mind
(vv.28–30).104 He therefore suggests that the transformation of communal meals in the
Corinthian assembly, initiated by Paul in 1 Corinthians 11, should be understood as an example
of ritualization. It is not clear if by “initiated by Paul” Czachesz has the same sense as Maccoby
as noted earlier in this chapter.105
Since rituals are seen as marks of social identification, the Lord’s Supper has been
described as a community ritual which helps in giving an identity to the early Christian
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movements.106 Application of ritual theory has helped turn the focus on the way social and
identity formation can be effected in those meals, since rituals are important locations for the
generation of memories and for the reinforcement of existing ideas.107 This insight into the early
Jesus movement has been a compelling one. In the words of Hal Taussig “recent ritual theory
provides a lens through which to see how meals furnished the larger Hellenistic society with
ways to think about, experiment with and negotiate its social structures, personal relationships,
and identity formations.”108 In the view of Richard DeMaris such phenomena as the Last Supper,
as with any other reality of the early Jesus movement, cannot be understood without paying
attention to ritual and ritual theories.109 Anders Eriksson calls the Lord’s Supper a ritual of
solidarity, and by participating in the ritual the Corinthians display their adherence to a new
community in a new covenant.110 Wayne Meeks also suggests that for the Christians in the
Corinthian Church the Lord’s Supper would have been seen as a ritual of solidarity.111 Therefore,
in more recent studies on early Christian meals, there has been a surge in the application of ritual
theories such as those suggested by scholars like Jonathan Z. Smith and Ithamar Gruenwald.112
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The challenge that exists in applying ritual theories to meals in the New Testament is to
avoid providing a general hypothesis of ritual actions that obscures the particular understanding
of each ritual in its setting. The aim of this dissertation is to understand a particular ritual as we
have it in 1 Corinthians 11:17–34. It is hoped that the particularity of this study will help
encourage caution in the application of general theories of ritual analysis to particular instances
of rituals.
Graeco-Roman Banquet
Two studies in the 20th century successfully marked a shift in terms of the search for the
origins of the Lord’s Supper. Significantly for this dissertation, both of these studies appealed to
the text of 1 Corinthians 11:17–34 in making their arguments. The first work was Dennis Smith’s
From Symposium to Eucharist: The Banquet in the Early Christian World, which was a revised
version of his 1980 Harvard dissertation.113 Working independently of Smith, Matthias
Klinghardt published Gemeinschaftsmahl und Mahlgemeinschaft: Soziologie und Liturgie
frühchristlicher Mahlfeiern (1996) in which he “proposed and thoroughly documented
separately” the same integrative thesis as Smith.114 Smith, Klinghardt, and other scholars
drawing on the works of these two, participated in an 8-year Society of Biblical Literature study
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of Meals in the Graeco-Roman World from 2002–2010.115 The thesis of this group of scholars is
that “there was a common meal tradition throughout the Graeco-Roman Mediterranean that lay
at the basis of all active meals of the Greco Roman era, whether they be Gentile, Jewish or
Christian.”116 For Smith, “clearly the Corinthian community, and by extension, the churches of
Paul throughout the eastern Mediterranean were following a Greek model for their community
meal.”117 In several places in his work Smith lays out his argument, as in the following passage:
Contrary to a large body of previous scholarship, I will not be arguing that Paul
utilized a particular form of meal, such as the Passover meal or the meal of the
mystery cults, as his model. I am instead referring to a generic meal model from
the culture, one which, importantly, is utilized by groups throughout the GrecoRoman world, including Judaism and the mystery cults.118
Smith’s idea of a generic meal model would mean that:
The Greco-Roman Banquet tradition contributed more to early Christianity,
however, than simply the form of the meal. The Banquet was a social institution
of the first order and as such was a carrier of a social code, the ideology of the
banquet. Earliest Christian ideology developed out of the models for religious
thinking of its day, and one such model was the ideology of the banquet. Banquet
ideology provided a model for creating community, defining behavior within the
community, sharing values, and connecting with the divine.119
Gordon J. Bahr had before Smith and Klinghardt signaled a growing trend to view both Jewish
and early Christian meals within the wider context of banquets in contemporary Graeco-Roman
culture and especially the symposion, the traditional formal supper at which drinking wine did
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not accompany the meal itself but followed it.120 He therefore treats the passover meal as one
among Jewish festive meals and then set Jewish meals generally in the larger context of other
festive meals of that period of history (i.e. Graeco-Roman world).121 His conclusion is that the
order of festive meals was the same both for Jews and Gentiles in this same period.122
Earlier, Siegfried Stein argues for the influence of the Symposia literature on the literary
form of the Pesach Haggadah.123 Therefore, in his understanding, the Haggadah in its literary
form really belongs to the Greek symposia literature. Stein’s idea is supported by Sandra R.
Shimoff who acknowledges that:
if we want to appreciate the true extent of Hellenization among Jews in Eretz
Israel and how the rabbis reacted to Hellenization, Greco-Roman Banquets are of
special significance; no other Hellenistic practice was at once so culturally
attractive and so religiously reprehensible.124
The Jewish world’s ambiguous relationship with Hellenization often led Jews to reject some
ideas in the Hellenistic world. In many cases, however, the rejection was not wholesale. In such
instances, the Hellenistic ideas will have undergone some transformation before being adopted
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by Jews. It is in these instances that the extent of Hellenization among the Jews in the GraecoRoman world is best reflected. In Shimoff’s view no other institution perfectly captured this
reality better than the Graeco-Roman banquets that were transformed before being adopted by
Jews.
The thesis of Stein and Bahr has been challenged by Baruch Bokser. For Bokser, the
“several analogues between the symposia and the Passover rite are characteristic in general of
dinners in antiquity.”125 If anything, for Bokser, the Seder was specifically designed in a way to
distinguish the Passover rite from ancient banquets and symposia and to maintain the distinctive
character of the Passover Seder.126 This means that it is unlikely that the biblical rite was
expanded by the observation of Hellenistic symposia or on account of their knowledge of the
symposia literature.127 Bokser does not deny that an outside influence played a role in the
shaping of the rabbinic Seder. He did not agree, however, that an external influence was the sole,
or even the main, generative cause of the formation. The main generative cause was the internal
need of the rabbis after the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple.128 Unfortunately, as
Lawrence A. Hoffmann notes, Bokser’s critique did not become widely accepted, because he
died an untimely death.129
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As a result, the understanding that prevailed is the interpretation of Bahr that had been
applied to the study of the Last Supper and the Lord’s Supper in the New Testament by Smith,
Klinghardt and others after them.130 Many of these studies have established similarities between
the Lord’s Supper in Corinth and Graeco-Roman banquets by first outlining their relation to the
sequential structure of the meal, that is, the progression from eating to drinking (movement from
deipnon to symposion), and secondly, investigating the social values addressed by Paul in
Corinth and the classical literature available on these banquets.
The advantage of the Smith-Klinghardt model is that it helps scholarship move beyond
the idea that a religious institution was the point of exclusive origin for the Lord’s Supper to the
idea of a “genuinely connected systems of meals in the ancient Mediterranean.”131 Here, the
sociological architecture of the meal becomes primary. The relationship between the Lord’s
Supper and the Banquet is therefore, in the words of Andrew McGowan, more of identity than of
mere homology because the Last Supper is not like a banquet but is a banquet.132
In this vein, scholars have argued that we have five central characteristics in Hellenistic
meals.133 These include:

religious history... it is even clearer than elsewhere that nothing can exercise influence which does not find its way
prepared” (Nock, Early Gentile Christianity, 87).
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1. The reclining of (more or less) all participants while eating and drinking together for several
hours in the evening
2. The order of a supper (deipnon) of eating, followed by an extended time (symposion) of
drinking, conversation, and performance
3. Marking the transition from deipnon to the symposion with a ceremonial libation, almost
always wine
4. Leadership by a “President” (symposiarch) of the meal—a person not always the same, and
sometimes a role that was contingent or disputed134
5. A variety of marginal personages, often including servants, uninvited guests, “entertainers,”
and dogs.
According to Klinghardt, these meals focused on values such as community (koinonia),
equality (isonomia), friendship (philia), and grace/generosity/beauty (charis), expressed as
utopian political values.135 For Smith, these meals effected the following social values: social
boundaries, social bonding, social obligation, social stratification, and social equality.136 These
meals not only created boundaries in society but are also the basis for bonding. In addition, the
meals also placed an obligation on participants. While some meals enforced strict social
stratifications, others expressed the equality shared among diners. It is therefore not a surprise
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that “whom one dines with defines one’s placement in a larger set of social networks.”137
Evidence for these conclusions have largely been drawn from the available literature of the
Graeco-Roman world.
These studies have been strengthened by archaeological discoveries, with Jerome
Murphy-O’Connor’s study of the archeology of Graeco-Roman banquet halls being one of the
most important studies of the archaeological evidence available today on this subject.138 The
research by Murphy-O’Connor has been helpful for grasping the possible social context of what
went on in the Church at Corinth. In addition, the works of Wayne Meeks, Gerd Theissen, and
Justin Meggitt illuminate the social-economic and possible architectural structures of buildings
in Corinth where these meals may have taken place.139 All of these studies support the notion
that the meal described in I Corinthians shared much with the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
That the Lord’s Supper as it was celebrated in the city of Corinth is a variant of the GraecoRoman meal tradition is a well-established position among scholars today.
It is also a position I agree with, but only partially. My concern in this dissertation is with
establishing how the Lord’s Supper as introduced by Paul in Corinth (and restated by him in
chapter 11 of the first letter), stood out as a significant variant of the Graeco-Roman meal
tradition. Indeed, little attention has been paid to how the meal appeared to be distinct. That is, if
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this meal is a variant of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, what makes it a variant? What are
those values or characteristics that make it different? The observation of McGowan in this regard
is apt when he remarks that if it were to be assumed that the Graeco-Roman culture of the
symposion was a uniform or stereotypical set of practices that offered explanatory power for the
earliest Christian meals, this would be little advance on earlier discussions.140
That scholarship has not paid much attention to the particularity or specificity of the
Christian variant, or Christian adaptation, of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition is evidenced by
the list prepared by the SBL committee of Graeco-Roman meals as the seminar’s contribution to
studies on meals in the Graeco-Roman world.141 According to Taussig, this list included:
1. The application of the new paradigm of the Graeco-Roman meal in the combined work of
Dennis Smith and Matthias Klinghardt to a broad range of literature and social settings of the
first century BCE to the fourth century CE;
2. The elaboration of the social meanings and dimensions of this Graeco-Roman meal;
3. The development of an understanding of the social significance of these meals through a
study of ritual and performance theory;
4. The integration of Jewish meals into this Graeco-Roman model of meals;
5. The articulation of the consequences of the Klinghardt/Smith meal paradigm for the history
of the Christian Eucharist.
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Significantly absent in this scholarship surveyed by Taussig so far is a study of what the
Lord’s Supper distinctively brings to the Graeco-Roman meal traditions. Attempts to get at this
have all been peripheral to the goal of many studies on the Lord’s Supper. Andrew B. McGowan,
for example, notes only that the Christian meal tradition, recalling as it did a crucified victim of
their community, was a more remarkable, and indeed, countercultural thing.142 In the
understanding of Taussig, the Christian meal tradition was a form of political resistance and
hence, in this case, this is the one way in which it differed from other similar Graeco-Roman
meals.143 A similar limiting view is also proposed by Lanuwabang Jamir, who argues that “the
uniqueness of the Lord’s Supper was the interpretation given to the common bread and wine at
the table in terms of the sacrifice on the cross.”144
Some scholars have played down any sense of something distinct about the Lord’s
Supper. For Valeriy Alikin “The Lord’s supper was clearly a real meal; it was meant to satisfy
the participants’ hunger.”145 Erin K. Vearncombe believes that in Corinth Paul used “the meal
practice to encourage the development of certain moral dispositions in a way strikingly similar to
association practice.”146 Overall, in most of these studies, scholars evince a persistent tendency to
situate the Lord’s Supper in the New Testament, and especially in Corinth, within the context of
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the Graeco-Roman meal and its values. Despite the value of this effort, it has led to an
unintentional and unfortunate consequence—scholarly neglect of the question of what makes the
Lord’s Supper distinct in the Graeco-Roman world. While the failure in recent scholarship to
note the distinctive features of the Lord’s Supper has led to some conclusions about the
characterization of the meal which may often be accurate as far as the overall nature of the
Graeco-Roman banquet, when applied to the Lord’s Supper in its specificity, however, they fall
short.147 It is the lack of attention to the distinctness of the Lord’s Supper within the GraecoRoman banquet tradition by even ritual studies that this dissertation will address.
Preliminary Methodological Considerations: Sacred Versus Secular
One major methodological outlook in the recent understanding of this Corinthian passage (and of
the Lord’s Supper) is the understanding that in Corinth, as in the larger Graeco-Roman world,
the “sacred versus secular or profane” model is not applicable to ancient meals.148 This stands in
marked contrast to studies of religious phenomena in early 20th century that have regarded this
dichotomy to be an irreducible trait of all religious expression. For instance, in the words of
Emile Durkheim:
All known religious beliefs display a common feature. They presuppose a
classification of the real or ideal things that men conceive of into two classes—
two opposite genera—that are widely designated by two distinct terms which the
words profane and sacred translate fairly well. The division of the world into two
147
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domains, one containing all that is sacred and the other all that is profane— such
is the distinctive trait of religious thought.149
However, many (if not all) who argued for understanding the Corinthian passage as a
Graeco-Roman meal insist that in the ancient world meals must be understood to be an integrative
activity combining both the sacred and secular in one ritual event.150 In the words of Smith, “most
Graeco-Roman meals would fall into a category in which they exhibit characteristics of both sacred
and secular. Indeed, in ancient Mediterranean culture in general sacred and secular are interwoven
and tend to be indistinct.”151 Central to the argument of those who see the Lord’s Supper as a
Graeco-Roman meal is the position that the sacred character of a meal is one of degree and not of
kind.152 This means that all meals are to some extent always both sacred and secular; the extent to
which they are either is a matter of degree and not of kind.
To understand the tendency among scholars to emphasize mainly the similarities between
the Lord’s Supper and the Graeco-Roman banquet, one needs then to constantly recollect this
understanding of the sacred and secular. This understanding of the sacred and secular is made in a
bid to ensure that the Lord’s Supper fits into the generic description of the Graeco-Roman banquet
as a sociological institution. This methodological picture sometimes pits the religious against the
149
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sociological. The immediate result of this is the downplaying of the religious dimension of ancient
meals.153 By contrast, however, it is the religious dimension of the meal that was emphasized by
these narratives especially in 1 Corinthians 11:17–34. So, an essential character of this meal is lost
by the denial or the de-emphasizing of its religious dimension. The position that will be advanced
in this dissertation is that the Lord’s Supper contained a religious dimension that differs in kind
from the Graeco-Roman banquet meal traditions.
It is important to note that this dissertation is aware that the Lord’s Supper in Corinth can
be studied from ecclesiological, theological (doctrinal), historical (sociological), and literary
perspectives. This dissertation, however, is interested primarily in the historical and literary
perspectives and will try to limit itself to this scope.
Summary and Conclusion
This chapter has surveyed the history of scholarship on the meal tradition of the early Jesus
movements as received from Jesus in the Last Supper. The first argument of this chapter was that
the Last Supper has a historical basis. This claim does not resolve many historical questions
surrounding this meal; however, it is an understanding that is helpful in grounding this research in
the socio-historical context of the early Christ movements responsible for the narratives of the Last
Supper.
The second argument of this chapter is that the Last Supper has for its background a
Passover Seder. This argument was based on literary evidence that at no time had the early Jesus
movements as represented in the New Testament given an interpretation to the Last Supper that
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had no paschal features or significance. It is the position of this dissertation that this interpretation
of the Last Supper has some considerable historical weight. This interpretation fits a long history
in Jewish tradition of interpreting the primary event at the foundation of their tribal and national
life (the Passover) in both cultic and salvific terms. All that is required for such an interpretation
of the Last Supper is for the meal itself to be structured around the Passover offering. This
structuring around the Passover offering is at the same time expanded to accommodate other
elements.154
This chapter also defended the idea that the Lord’s Supper in Corinth is based on the Last
Supper. It rejected some positions that the Lord’s Supper is based on mystery cults, aetiological
legends or funerary meals. It argued that the eschatological focus is a common theme shared by
both the communal meals in the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Lord’s Supper, albeit with a significant
difference in the object of their expectations.
This chapter also noted the development in scholarship in establishing that there was a
common meal tradition in the Graeco-Roman world. Several groups and cultures in the GraecoRoman world, including Judaism and the early Christ group in Corinth, shared this common meal
tradition in their cultic contexts. It has been argued in several relevant studies that the Passover
meal (both before and after 70 CE), the communal meals in the texts at Qumran, the Last Supper,
and the Lord’s Supper all have features of the Graeco-Roman banquet meal tradition. Significantly,
these studies have established the similarities between the Lord’s Supper in Corinth and GraecoRoman banquets, first, by outlining their relation to the sequential structure of the meal, that is, the
progression from eating to drinking (movement from deipnon to symposion), and secondly, by
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investigating the social values addressed by Paul in Corinth and in the literature available on these
banquets. It has also been shown that the ritual theory has often been at the service of these studies.
The fact that scholarship on the Lord’s Supper and meals in the early Jesus movement so
far has focused on the similarities that these meals share with the Graeco-Roman banquet has
meant that the distinctness of the Lord’s Supper has not been adequately attended to. This neglect
has led scholars to underestimate the features or issues that make the Last Supper distinct within
the banquet traditions. For instance, in its conclusion, one recent study on communal meals among
early Christ groups laments that 1 Corinthians 11:27–32 awaits a sociological explanation.155
Paul’s punitive interpretation of the abuse at the Lord’s Supper in this particular pericope (1
Corinthians 11:27–32) is intriguing, given that there were other abuses going on in the Corinthian
community in response to which Paul himself took punitive measures.156 Whereas Paul assumes
authority in these cases, he interprets the recent illness and death in the community as God’s
punishment for abuses occurring at the community’s ritual meal. Why did Paul argue that in the
case of the communal meal, God himself is the dispenser of justice and in fact had already done
that? In other words, why did he attach this interpretation to the abuse of the community’s religious
meal? This dissertation will in the coming chapters show how answering these questions reveal
the distinctness of the Lord’s Supper among the banquet traditions in the Graeco-Roman world.157
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The second chapter of this dissertation will treat the Graeco-Roman banquet meal tradition
as a genre.158 To lay the groundwork for this application of genre studies to the Graeco-Roman
meal traditions, I will discuss the major theories of genre analysis. I will argue that the SmithKlinghardt model reflects the traditional idea of genre classification which sees genres as
categories that are capable of definition, constituted by necessary and sufficient criteria of
membership.159 But this type of categorization, with which scholars of the Corinthian passage have
generally approached the texts of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, is an insufficient model. The
aim in this chapter will be to explain how the prototype theory is more useful in understanding the
place of the Lord’s Supper in the Graeco-Roman banquet meal tradition.
The third chapter will apply the prototype theory to the Lord’s Supper in Corinth to help
understand its place in the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. There will be a critical assessment of
how the characteristics of Graeco-Roman meals as discussed by Smith and Klinghardt capture
various associations within the Graeco-Roman world. The result will be to establish that
although these meals share much in common, those distinctive features which are not in common
are also particularly important for understanding the Graeco-Roman meal traditions and are
worth investigating. In this chapter the distinctive features of the Lord’s Supper will also be
treated in detail.
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The third chapter will present my understanding of what historically occurred in Corinth
regarding the Lord’s Supper. It will be posited that Paul, during his initial contact with the
Church of Corinth at its formation, presented the Lord’s Supper as an encounter with the divine
in which sacrilege is possible. What happened in Corinth was understood by Paul to be a
sacrilege.160 I will disagree with the view that “Paul has a negative view of the Corinthian meal
because he misunderstands it.”161 Rather, Paul understood perfectly well the tradition he handed
over to the Corinthians and what took place there concerning it as reported to him.
The fourth chapter building upon chapters 2 and 3 will show how the Corinthian meal is a
distinctive instantiation of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. The Graeco-Roman meal tradition
helps us situate the Lord’s Supper within the meal landscape of its world. However, it is equally
important that while we situate it in the Graeco-Roman world, we do not lose sight of what the
early Christians understood by the Lord’s Supper particularly. To understand that, we must pay
attention to those elements in which the Lord’s Supper is distinct within the common meal
tradition. The import of these differences becomes more comprehensible when we set them
within the context of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. The larger implication is that the
prototype theory of genre analysis can be utilized to understand what the early Christians shared
with their Graeco-Roman world along with an emphasis on how their distinctness persisted even
as they shared a similar social ritual. In the fifth chapter, my conclusion will be that, while the
early Christian meal is not entirely unique in the Graeco-Roman world, it is distinct and a
witness to the rich diversity that existed in the ancient world.
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CHAPTER TWO
CATEGORIZATION AND THE LORD’S SUPPER
Introduction
In the first chapter, I argued that the Lord’s Supper in Corinth is best understood in light of the
Graeco-Roman banquet tradition. In making that argument, I acknowledged that categorization is
an indispensable tool in human cognition and culture. Therefore, scholars have categorized the
Lord’s Supper generically as a Graeco-Roman banquet tradition. Scholarship has also classified
the narratives of the Lord’s Supper in the New Testament as part of a literary genre that focused
on meals.1 This chapter will focus on how categorization has worked and should work in the
description of the Lord’s Supper. I am using categorization as a method because this study
involves comparison, and every comparison inevitably involves some mode of classification
based upon perceived similarities in various aspects of the phenomenon being compared.2 The
challenge of every effort of comparison is to grasp the differential quality.3 In this vein, C.
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Wesley Demarco argues that categories can only mediate truth if they are “qualified” by
pertinent distinctions and clarifications.4 Identifying similarities when comparing two or more
phenomena is always interesting, but progress is made in comparison when one has a model that
can account for the differential quality of the phenomena being compared.5 It is the aim of this
chapter to argue and propose a model of categorization that will help establish the place of the
Lord’s Supper in the Graeco-Roman banquet tradition. The model of categorization this chapter
will propose is to serve as the theoretical framework for analyzing the evidence presented in this
dissertation. This model will equally account for the similarities the Lord’s Supper shares with
other meals in the Graeco-Roman banquet traditions as well as for its distinctiveness.
First, this chapter will briefly explain how categorization functions in human cognition.
Critical studies on human cognition are now a domain of cognitive science. I will outline the
progress made in scholarship when it comes to the use of categorization as a cognitive tool. It
will be noted that reflective study and theorization on categorization started with the pioneering
effort of Aristotle. Aristotle’s foundational study on the nature of human cognition has now been
more recently complemented by Ludwig Wittgenstein’s notion of “family resemblance” and
Eleanor Rosch’s prototype theories.
Second, this chapter will explain how developments in cognitive science have made their
way into other disciplines. Genre analysis (including genre analysis in biblical literature) is one
of the disciplines that has benefited from the progress made in cognitive science. Since the
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language of genre analysis is being used in categorizing the Graeco-Roman banquet tradition, I
will trace here how cognitive science and genre analysis interact.
Finally, this chapter will argue that the current framework used in categorizing the Lord’s
Supper mirrors the Aristotelian taxonomic model of categorization. I used the word ‘mirror’
because none of the scholars who have written on meals among early Christ groups have
explicitly described their categorization of the Lord’s Supper as Aristotelian. However, the
emphasis these scholars have placed on the similarities between the Lord’s Supper and the
Graeco-Roman banquet tradition—while mainly overlooking the differences between the two—
display an Aristotelian understanding of categorization. Additionally, the progress made in
cognitive science will make it clear that their framework works best under the Aristotelian model
of categorization. It will be shown, however, that this model of categorization provides an
insufficient understanding and explanation of the Lord’s Supper. It also means that with this
Aristotelian framework, current scholarship on the Lord’s Supper has not utilized the insights
that come from the significant progress made in cognitive science and genre analysis. As an
alternative, an understanding of categorization based on the idea of a prototype will be shown to
be more helpful in appreciating the Lord’s Supper in Corinth. At the level of human cognition, a
prototype is the exemplar of a cognitive model. A cognitive model is the basic idea of a category
in its idealized form also known as the Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM).6 Using this
understanding of categorization, that is comprised of a model and its prototype, we will at the
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end of this chapter propose both a cognitive model of the Graeco-Roman Banquet and its
prototype.
Categorization as an Indispensable Human Tool
Classifying and categorizing things and people is one of the most useful tools of human
cognition and often goes unnoticed.7 Classifications, however pervasive in our lives, are
ordinarily invisible, yet their impact is indisputable and inescapable.8 We create and recreate
categories and schemes of classifications for the world we encounter, and we sometimes let go of
them. This is possible because “nature in itself is category-friendly, so much so that a range of
category sets can translate nature’s intelligible content for us.”9 The means that we can
categorize nature because nature itself yields to being categorized. We can for instance count a
number of trees because trees can be counted. This does not mean that these categories are innate
in nature, but they are traceable to what Demarco calls some primitive acts of nature or formative
acts of nature. Chief among these primitive acts of nature is qualification, which is the ability to
see one thing as different from another.10 This means that we cannot categorize what we cannot
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qualify since categorization presumes qualification.11 It is with qualifications that we resolve
“issues about meaning and truth by making determinations about relative interiors and exteriors,
situations and contexts, features and emphases, functions and roles. Established categories are
simply settled patterns of such determinations.”12 Qualification of nature is only possible because
nature yields itself to qualification.13 Human beings have also inherited nature’s formative acts as
primitive operations of thought. Since we are a part of nature, we have inherited that formative
act of qualification (hence categorizing) as a basic form of thought.14 Being (nature) and human
thinking are therefore identical at the level of primitive acts. In other words, nature’s own act of
construction and qualifying acts of mind are formally identical.15 Demarco says:
Language and nature do not coincide in any particular category set but in the
formative activities that in nature give rise to different kinds of beings and in
language and thought give rise to different kinds of categories. Nature’s being is
based in forms of activity more fundamental than taxa or types. It is a
dissension. They are the contrasts and comparisons we make in the name of clarification. We make qualifications to
point up the discourse- and argument-shaping purposes of interlocutors, to discern the meaning-modifying
circumstances of controversies, to articulate differences in significance that often go unmarked. We employ
qualifications to identify aspects and situate events and experiences with respect to each other and their
backgrounds. Vehicles of questioning and interpretation and translation, qualifications are more basic than
categories” (Demarco, “The Generation and Destruction of Categories,” 244–45).
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philosophical error to locate the being of nature in categories and concepts or
even in the structures of real articles that correspond to them. Since the structures
are derivative, the qualifications of things can be categorized in any number of
ways according to any number of patterns.16
The challenge one will have with qualification as a primitive act of nature is its
elementary and hence, crude characteristic. Qualification’s capacity to distinguish between
things in nature cannot by itself mediate intelligibility.
These forms of qualifications are so inclusive and ungarnished that they tell us
virtually nothing about the distinctive determinations of the domains needing
mediation. To that end we need further articulation. That is where categories
come in. Categories settle some clear-cut shapes the unbound brands of
qualification might take. Experience and language are category-hungry just
because the forms of qualification that define their most basic operations need
additional specifications if they are to express the specific qualifications of
particular media.17
Therefore, while categories are not innate in nature, the act of categorization itself is an
act inherent in nature. Categories reflect our innate desire to make sense of the world through the
act of reasonable partitioning. There is a lot of variety encountered in the world, and our
classifications and categorizations translate this variety to us in a range and scheme of sets. We
can say that to categorize is human, since it is impossible to think without using categories.18
The English word ‘category’ is from the Greek verb καταγορεύω. In its pre-Aristotelian
popular usage, this verb with its corresponding noun (καταγόρευσις) has the sense of show,
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reveal, prove, signify, declare and tell.19 In its legal usage, it means to accuse someone in general
or in particular, to charge someone in court, or to denounce or accuse someone publicly.20 It was
in Aristotle that this word took on a technical and philosophical significance in the sense of a
predicate.21 The linguistic development of this word as it passed over to its philosophical sense
indicates that its basic meaning as a noun is “that which is asserted” and as a verb “to assert
something” about something else.22 It is, in other words, to name something as belonging to an
individual, as when someone says Paul is a thief.23 While initially the study of categorization was
the purview of logic, mathematics, and philosophy, today, it is a science in its own right. The
field that studies how we come to know and classify things is now known as “cognitive
science.”24 The ability to put things in groups helps us to handle the influx of information we
process daily. Our inclination to classify is largely driven by the fact that categorization is the
way we make sense of human experience.25 This means that there is nothing more basic to our
thought, perception, language, action and speech than categorization.26 George Lakoff observes
that “every time we see something as a kind of thing, for example a tree, we are categorizing.
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Most categorization is automatic and unconscious, and if we become aware of it at all, it is only
in problematic cases.”27 He explains this further by noting that:
In moving about the world, we automatically categorize people, animals, and
physical objects both natural and man-made. This sometimes leads to the
impression that we just categorize things as they are, that things come in natural
kinds, and that our categories of mind naturally fit the kind of things that are in
the world. But a large proportion of our categories are not categories of things;
they are categories of abstract entities.28
It is important to note at this stage that a category is something we have come up with ourselves
and this means that all categories are humanly constructed.29 However, in this work, this is not
the main concern. The challenge is to establish whether the categories we have come up with
correspond to the divisions already there in the world.30 That is to say, “Do our categorizations
reflect reality?” In our case, to call the Lord’s Supper a form or a variant of the Graeco-Roman
banquet is an exercise in categorization or classification. However, does the current framework
for understanding the Lord’s Supper reflect the reality of this meal? The next section will discuss
some theories of classification to see which framework illuminates best the Lord’s Supper in
Corinth.
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Theories of Classification
The Aristotelian Taxonomic Model
In terms of a logical analysis and the systematization of human thought—that is, the
science of human reasoning—Aristotle was a pioneer.31 He is the first to work out a scientific
methodology and a systematic analysis of reasoning processes.32 Aristotle argues that categories
are basic to human thought processes and are rooted in reality. This means that “the categories of
thought which we express in language, are also the objective categories of extramental reality.”33
What we call categories are not “merely linguistic or mental entities but the primary parts by
which the world itself is organized.”34 It is very important to keep in mind Aristotle’s distinctive
idea of categories as having a foothold in reality, since it will be a very great mistake to think
that, for him, categories have no connection with external reality.35
For Aristotle, there are ten categories:
Next, we must define the kinds of categories in which the four above-named
predicates are found. They are ten in number: essence, quantity, quality, relation,
place, time, position, state, activity, passivity.36
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Of these ten categories, the first one, τί ἐστι—that is, “being,” “substance,” or
“essence”—occupies a primary place. It is the most fundamental type of category.37 Against
“being” as a primary category are a number of “schemata containing things that have to be in
something else, in the sense of entitative dependence on substance.”38 The other nine categories
that depend upon the substance are called accidents.39 In this sense, a primary substance is the
“ontological ground that supports the other categories.”40 Herbert Granger understands the
distinction between the “substance” and the other categories as one arising between nouns and
adjectives. The “substance” is the noun while the other categories will qualify as adjectives.41
Since, for Aristotle, categorization is not merely a matter of thought, things exist in
reality as substances and actually have accidents.42 We therefore think of an object either “as a
substance or as a determination of substance, as falling under one of the nine categories that
express the way in which we think of substance as being determined.”43 If any of the nine
categories is co-extensive with the “being,” it becomes the essence of the subject. The essence of
a thing is that which makes a thing what it is. According to Aristotle, “Substance means…[a]ll
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parts immanent in things which define and indicate their individuality, and whose destruction
causes the destruction of the whole.”44 If a category is not co-extensive with the subject in
question, it is either a part of the attributes which grounds the definition of the subject (a genus
or a difference) or it is not a part of the definition that grounds the definition of the subject. In the
latter case, it is an accident.45 Aristotle sees a genus as “that which is predicated in the category
of essence of several things which differ in kind.”46 The difference in kind means they are
species of the genus. Accidents are incidental properties which apply to something and are truly
stated, but “neither necessarily nor usually.”47 Accidents are neither definition, nor property, nor
genus—but still belong to the thing. They can belong or not belong to the thing.48
Therefore, for Aristotle, every object of reality is made up of two major properties. On
the one hand, we have the object’s essence and its attributes (genus and difference), which
constitute its essential definition. On the other hand, we have its accidents. When defining an
object, Aristotle considers essential definitions (i.e., definition having to do with essences) to be
the only type of definition that is worthy of its name.49 A definition of an object is “a phrase
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indicating the essence of something.”50 In Posterior Analytics, he outlines three possible ways in
which an object can be defined, and each of these ways focused on the essence of the object. In
his words:
Thus in one sense, definition is an indemonstrable account of the essence; in
another it is a logical inference of the essence, differing from demonstration in
grammatical form; and in a third it is the conclusion of the syllogism which
demonstrates the essence.51
Relatedly, definitions tend to bring together things that are similar, since “when we can argue
that things are the same or that they are different, we shall by the same method have an
abundance of arguments for dealing with definitions also.”52 Objects and things are then defined
exclusively by their similarities or only by those things they share in common. Defining objects
by essence and by their similarities are very much the same thing, since for most categories the
essence is one of the similarities (if not the only one) shared by all members of the category. This
requirement of defining things or of categorizing objects by the essential definitions is known as
the Aristotelian or classical model of classification.53 It has been applied extensively in many
disciplines to help categorize and classify things. In the words of George Lakoff:
Over the centuries it simply became part of the background assumptions taken for
granted in most scholarly disciplines. In fact, until very recently, the classical
50
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theory of categories was not even thought of as a theory. It was taught in most
disciplines not as an empirical hypothesis but as an unquestionable, definitional
truth.54
Categories are seen as definition-like, constituted by necessary and sufficient conditions of
membership.55 Membership in categories is treated as a “digital, all or none phenomenon.”56
That is, much scholarship, especially “much work in philosophy, psychology, linguistics, and
anthropology assumes that categories are logical bounded entities, membership in which is
defined by an item’s possession of a simple set of criterial features, in which all instances
possessing the criterial attributes have a full and equal degree of membership.”57
The deficiency of the Aristotelian theory of categorization is that reality is more complex
than can be accounted for by this model. We see in daily experience that some members of a
category are perceived as “better representative” than others. Things in the same category are not
similar in the same way. If it is the case that they share the same “necessary and sufficient”
properties, then there should be no privileged status. The fact, however, that this is the case
means that there is need for some form of categorization that explains what makes a member of a
category a better representative. Ibn Ulbæk notes that the Aristotelian model of categorization
will work best in a static universe where things can be explained in terms of a unified system—a
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scala naturae—in which everything has its place.58 This, however, is not the way things work
since the dynamic nature of things defies a categorization strictly by similar features.59
This does not mean that this form of categorization is without merit. Without a collection
of similar features, there would be no categorization at all. That in part will explain why, in spite
of the criticism the traditional form of categorization has garnered over the years, it has had an
amazing persistence. It has proven that it is a system that should not be entirely jettisoned.60 The
objection, in other words, is not to classification but to rigidity.61 Lakoff remarks that while the
classical view of categories based on shared properties is not entirely wrong since we often do
categorize things on that basis, it is only a small part of the story.62 In reality, human
categorization is based on principles that extend far beyond those envisioned in the classical
theory.63 For any categorization in the classical system, there are “consistent, unique
classificatory principles at work, the categories are exclusive, and the system is complete.”64
However, in reality in every system of categorization, the principles on which categorization is
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based are mixed, and there are anomalies and ambiguities which the system sorts out as best as it
can.65 Birds, for instance are seen as mammals that fly. However, penguins and ostriches are
birds that do not fly. There are, therefore, instances in which the classical model does not work
well.
It would be unfair to criticize Aristotle for not having a comprehensive, fool-proof theory
of category.66 Aristotle’s works on categories should be seen as the foundation for subsequent
discourse on this subject, since it is very much “unclear what sort of achievement ever could
bring closure to the sort of investigation his work initiates.”67
Present scholarship on the Lord’s Supper uses a set of five criterial features which make
the Lord’s Supper qualify as a Graeco-Roman banquet. I will come back to these features in
more detail later on in this chapter.68 However, it is important to note at this stage that these are
the features the Lord’s Supper shares with other meals in the Graeco-Roman world. These five
criteria are often taken for granted in discussions on the Lord’s Supper and meals in the GraecoRoman world.69 Instances of the Lord’s Supper are therefore measured against these criteria.
Scholarship on the Lord’s Supper has often consisted simply of illustrations showing how the
Lord’s Supper reflects all these criteria. This helps to reinforce the view that the meal is a

65

John Frow, Genre: The New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 2006), 51.

66

Copleston, A History of Philosophy, 285.

67

Newton Garver, “Language-Games as Categories: An Aristotelian Theme in Wittgenstein’s Later
Thought,” in Categories: Historical and Systematic Essays, 136–47, here 142.
68

This is well treated later in this chapter in the section: Classification Theories and The Lord’s Supper in

Corinth.
69
Taussig, In the Beginning was the Meal, 26. Cf. Duff, “Alone Together: Celebrating the Lord’s Supper
in Corinth,” 563; Al-Saudi “The Power of An Invitation,” 136.

69
Graeco-Roman banquet by emphasizing the similarities that this meal shares with the GraecoRoman banquet meal tradition. The way these criteria are presented reflect an Aristotelian
understanding of categorization. It is a kind of understanding that refers to a collection of
features which are both common and shared. There is therefore often a talk of a ‘paradigm’
which manifests itself in Christ groups and Judean groups.70
In the case of the Lord’s Supper, the problem is not what this model explains: it is what it
leaves out. It has been remarked that “what is most difficult to grasp when presented with a new
idea is not what about the idea is similar, but what is different.”71 While the classical model takes
into consideration the similarities this meal shares with the Graeco-Roman banquet, it leaves
unexplained those features of this meal that are absent in other instances of the Graeco-Roman
banquet meal tradition. The argument here is that the typical criteria following the classical
model as developed by current scholarship on the Lord’s Supper tell us more about the GraecoRoman banquet meal but less about the Lord’s Supper. There is therefore the need for a model of
categorization that will account for these criteria and at the same time recognize the Lord’s
Supper in its own right as an instantiation of the Graeco-Roman banquet.
The Family Resemblance Model
The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, in his family resemblance theory, suggests a
corrective to the traditional model of classification. The initial aim of Wittgenstein that led him
into a more specific direction of systematic understanding of categorization was to illuminate the

70

Richard Ascough, “Intersections of Meal and Rituals in the Roman World” (paper presented at the
annual meeting of the SBL, San Diego, CA, 26 November 2019), 1–7.
71
Richard T. Pascale, Jerry Sternin, and Monique Sternin, The Power of Positive Deviance: How Unlikely
Innovators Solve the World’s Toughest Problems (Boston: Harvard Business Press, 2010), 31.

70
nature of language. This led him to the analogy of games, which in turn led him to the analogy of
family, in order to illustrate the idea of a network of similarities.72 The family resemblance
theory proposed by Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations is best captured in the
following quotation:
Consider for example the proceedings that we call “games.” I mean board-games,
card-games, ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all?
—Don’t say: “There must be something common, or they would not be called
‘games’”— but look and see whether there is anything common to all. — For if
you look at them you will not see something that is common to all, but
similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that… And the result of
this examination is: we see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and
criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities of details. I
can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than “family
resemblances”: for the various resemblances between members of a family: build,
features, color of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc. overlap and criss-cross in the
same way.73
This theory steps away from the strict notion of membership of a category suggested in the
classical theory of classification. While the classical theory emphasizes equality in the
possession of criteria for every member of the category, the family resemblance theory stresses
similarity in relationship for members of the category.
The decision in this study to understand previous presentations of the Graeco-Roman
banquet meal tradition as Aristotelian rather than following Wittgenstein’s family resemblance
model is informed by the clearly delineated set of criteria that scholarship on this topic have
identified and argued for. The standards of criteria (as listed in chapter one and later in this
chapter) and the way they have been employed in scholarship—stressing always the similarities
72
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the Lord’s Supper shared with these criteria—fit the Aristotelian model much more than the
family resemblance model.
The family resemblance theory has been accused of being a vague theory, since it seems
less rigorous and less capable of demonstration.74 This critique makes the claim that this model
can make anything resemble anything else.75 It is not the case that games, as Wittgenstein
describes them, cannot be defined by their shared features. It is rather the case that there will be
ambiguous borderline cases in any definition.76 So the need is, in short, to recognize the
distinctive and coherent core of a category and at the same time to identify its “fuzzy” edges.77
This need for an explanation of categorization that incorporates the strengths of both the classical
and family resemblance theory without being reducible to either of them is provided by the
prototype understanding of categorization.
Prototype Theory
The prototype understanding of categorization was developed in cognitive psychology by
Eleanor Rosch. Rosch sought to discover whether people perceive category membership as a
clear-cut issue or a matter of degree. Her findings consistently showed that people perceive
category membership as a degree.78 According to Rosch, Carol Simpson, and R. Scott Miller:
There is increasing evidence that membership in the semantic categories referred
to by the words of natural language is not an all-or-none phenomenon. Contrary to
74

Alastair Fowler, Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the Theory of Genres and Modes (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1982), 41–2.
75

John M. Swales, Genre Analysis, 51.

76

Collins, “Genre Analysis and the Dead Sea Scrolls,” 393.

77

Collins, “Genre Analysis and the Dead Sea Scrolls,” 393.

78

George Lakoff, “Hedges: A Study in Meaning Criteria and the Logic of Fuzzy Concepts,” Journal of
Philosophical Logic 2 (1973): 458–508, here 459.

72
the assumption that categories are necessarily logical, bounded entities,
membership in which is defined by an item’s possession of a simple set of
criterial features… many natural categories are continuous and possess an internal
structure in which members are ordered according to the degree to which they are
judged good examples (typical) of the category.79
Pointing out Rosch’s major insight, Carol Newsom remarks that “conceptual categories
are not best thought of as defined by distinctive features possessed by every member of the group
but rather by a recognition of prototypical examples which serve as templates against which
other possible instances are viewed.”80 The idea is that “human categories typically arise and are
embedded in the mind not by means of definition, or the finding of necessary and sufficient
conditions, but by a space occupied by one or two central examples (prototypes) and then a
penumbra of decreasingly typical examples.”81 Rosch defines prototypes as “the clearest cases of
category membership defined operationally by people’s judgments of goodness of membership
in a category.”82 So, “when one is asked for instance if a particular animal is a bird, rather than
consulting a mental list of criteria (feathers, wings, flies, sings, etc.), people compare the
prospective bird to examples that are considered typical examples of the category, which

79

Eleanor Rosch, Carol Simpson, and R. Scott Miller, “Structural Basis of Typicality Effects,” Journal of
Experimental Psychology: Human Perception and Performance 2 (1976): 491–502, here 491. For additional
information on Rosch’s research on prototype theory, see Eleanor H. Rosch, “Natural Categories,” Cognitive
Psychology 4 (1973): 328–50; Eleanor Rosch Heider, “‘Focal’ Color Areas and the Development of Color Names,”
Developmental Psychology 4 (1971): 447–55; Eleanor Rosch Heider and Donald C. Olivier, “The Structure of the
Color Space in Naming and Memory for Two Languages,” Cognitive Psychology 3 (1972): 337–54; Eleanor Rosch
Heider, “Universals in Color Naming and Memory,” Journal of Experimental Psychology 93 (1972): 10–20; Eleanor
Rosch “Cognitive Reference Points,” Cognitive Psychology 7 (1975): 535–47.
80

Carol Newsom, “Spying out the Land: A Report from Genology,” in Bakhtin and Genre Theory in
Biblical Studies, ed. Roland Boer (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007), 19–30, here 24.
81

Simon Blackburn, “Prototype Theory,” in The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, 2nd rev. ed. (New York;
Oxford University Press, 2008), Oxford Reference Online edition.
82

Rosch, “Principles of Categorization,” 36.

73
typically are birds such as sparrows or robins.”83 The judgments we make about asymmetries in
category members and structure are what Rosch calls prototype effects.84 A basic idea in
prototype theory is that the mind organizes information in such a way that the resulting category
demonstrates these asymmetries known as prototype effects.85 Categorization therefore coheres
around central exemplars and from these exemplars extends to examples that are less typical.
Our intuitive ideas about categorization are always developed from these prototypes, which serve
as the core against which other members of the category are assessed.86 Prototypical
understanding of categorization does not mean that features that make up a category are
abandoned. The emphasis in the prototypical understanding of categorization moves from a
feature-list to a prototype. Membership of a category in a prototypical understanding is not
determined by whether a thing meets a definition but by whether it matches a prototype.87 As
understood by cognitive scientists, the prototype is a typical instance of a category, and other
elements are assimilated into the category on the basis of their perceived resemblance to or
approximating the prototype.88 Matching the prototype does not imply a one-on-one
correspondence. It means that, provided a thing shares some privileged properties of the
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prototype, the differences from the prototype will not be treated as accidental (as we have in
Aristotle) but as demonstrating that each member can have a distinctive instantiation of the
prototype. The absence of an obviously essential feature (e.g., a flightless bird, an egg laying
mammal or voiceless vowels) by a member of the category does not force such members from
the category but merely renders them non-prototypical.89 It is this capacity for prototype theory
to tolerate, accommodate and explain differences among category members that sets it apart from
the classical theory. Therefore, prototype theory looks at the exemplars and has an analysis of the
privileged properties that establish the sense of typicality.90 This typicality does not however
disallow or minimize the non-typicality of some members of the category.
Rosch denies that the typicality of these examples is a result of their frequency.91 That is,
she does not think that it is because we see these members of a category more often than others
that we make them prototype examples. Rather, to be most representative of, or informative
about, items in the category, the best examples of the category should be items that are most like
other category members. This means the prototype example occupies the most central position of
a category. It is therefore not a question of frequency but one of an internal structure, since
members of a set of patterns resemble one another because they are variants of the same
prototype.92 Categories are to be viewed as networks of overlapping attributes, and members of a
category are viewed as prototypical of the category to the extent to which they bear a family
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resemblance to (i.e., have attributes which overlap with those of) other members of the
category.93 This means that, within a category, there exists a family resemblance based on an
internal structure. Rosch believes that the theory of family resemblance advocated by
Wittgenstein a priori has been demonstrated empirically with experiments of the prototype
effects.94 Robert Williamson adds that prototype theory improves the family resemblance theory
by leaving it in the processes of the mind rather than leaving it in the realm of things “seemingly
familiar.”95
It is noteworthy at this stage that prototype theory is not itself a model of categorization.96
It is an explanation of what occurs in any category structure that leads to unevenness among its
members. Michael Sinding notes that although the prototype effects are asymmetries about
category members and the structure of a particular category, they are not equivalent to category
structures in general.97 While it is true that early in her career Rosch seemed to give the
impression that prototype effects directly mirror category structure and that they constitute
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representations of categories, it was an idea that she later abandoned.98 She notes that although
prototypes must be learned, “they do not constitute any particular theory of category learning.”99
Rather, the prototype theory uncovers some principles at the basis of our reasoning process that
explain how categorization works in reality. Categories must have an additional internal structure
of some sort that produces goodness-of-example ratings.100 This means that when we talk about,
say a chair for example, we have a broad picture in our minds what a chair is. This is the
cognitive model. We then extend this picture by metaphor and analogy when trying to decide if
any given thing we are sitting on counts as one. In the end, we call up a best example (of that
mental picture) and then see if there a reasonable direct or metaphorical thread that takes us from
the example to the object under consideration.101 I find most helpful Langacker’s understanding
of a prototype as “that unit in a schematic network which is naturally most salient, most often
thought of, most likely to be chosen as representative of the category.”102 This means that behind
every prototype is a schematic/idealized model. Rosch’s understanding of the prototype has been
picked up by George Lakoff and developed into a model of categorization using the idea of
Idealized Cognitive Model.
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Idealized Cognitive Models (ICMs)
Lakoff’s argument is that human cognition is organized by means of presupposed,
culturally conditioned mental frameworks which he called Idealized Cognitive Models (ICMs).
Category structures and prototype effects (i.e., perception of typicality differences) are byproducts of these kinds of framework.103 In this sense, the prototype effects observed by Rosch
result from instances in which reality deviates from the Idealized Cognitive Model being used by
an individual to interpret and organize a particular set of pieces of information.104 Sinding notes
that “prototype effects arise from incongruities between our cognitive models and our experience
of the world.”105
Each ICM structures a mental space.106 To give an idea of how an ICM works, Lakoff
uses a classical analysis of the word bachelor:
The noun bachelor can be defined as an unmarried adult man, but the noun
clearly exists as a motivated device for categorizing people only in the context of
a human society in which certain expectations about marriage and marriage age
obtain. Male participants in long-term unmarried couplings would not ordinarily
be described as bachelors; a boy abandoned in the jungle and grown to maturity
away from contact with human society would not be called a bachelor; John Paul
II is not properly thought of as a bachelor.107
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In this case, the word bachelor is defined in line with an ICM in which there is a human society
with (typically monogamous) marriage and a typical marriageable age.108 This idealized model
knows nothing about the existence of priests, “long-term unmarried couplings,” homosexuality,
or Muslims who practice polygamy.109 The drawback of an idealized model is that it does not fit
the world precisely, because it is oversimplified in its background assumptions.110 While the
ICMs will fit some segments of the society well and in these cases an unmarried adult male
might well be called a bachelor, the ICM does not fit in the case of the Pope, or in the case of the
boy in the jungle or in cases of polygamy. In such a case as of the Pope, we have an unmarried
adult male who is certainly not a representative member of the category of bachelor.111
The ICM model goes ahead to explain the asymmetries observable in instances of
the term bachelor by noting that:
An idealized cognitive model may fit one’s understanding of the world either
perfectly, very well, pretty well, somewhat well, pretty badly, badly, or not at all.
If the ICM in which bachelor is defined fits a situation perfectly and the person
referred to by the term is unequivocally an unmarried adult male, then he qualifies
as a member of the category bachelor. The person referred to deviates from
prototypical bachelorhood if either the ICM fails to fit the world perfectly or the
person deviates from being an unmarried adult male.112
This explanation of bachelor is an assessment of how instances conform (or do not conform) to
the appropriate ICM. Technically, ICMs are presupposed background frames against which our
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concepts make sense.113 A related example is provided by Robert Williamson, when he notes
that:
In a cultural context in which a person carries an idealized cognitive model of a
bird as a small, winged creature that flies and sings, a robin or sparrow will seem
like a (proto) typical bird. A penguin, which neither flies nor sings, will appear as
a less typical member of the bird category. If a person were to have been raised in
Antarctica, however, we might imagine that her idealized model of a bird would
much more closely resemble a penguin, and a sparrow might seem a strange
creature indeed!114
As can be seen, these explanations are done with the aid of—or based on—the prototype
exemplars. All categorization starts from a basic level that is idealized. Objects are then assessed
in relation to this idealized framework. These frameworks do not always fit, however, into real
life and, in these cases, it is the ICM which organizes and authorizes the extension from the
prototypical cases to those that are less typical.115
The framework of an ICM is drawn from the “privileged properties of the prototypes.”116
It is these privileged properties that establish the sense of typicality.117 An ICM is a constellation
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of properties in any given category that is central to the prototypes.118 However, the ICMs are not
just a series of features. These properties must possess a Gestalt structure.119 This means that
these properties must be structured in such a way that they are intrinsically related to one
another. It does make a significant difference if these features are structured in a way we can
perceive them as a Gestalt or whether these properties are unrelated to each other.120 These
properties should operate within a set of structural relations that function meaningfully together
as a template or background schema.121
The ICM model of categorization argues that the mind perceives and processes
information not as a list of features but as a Gestalt structure in which the whole is more basic
than its parts.122 This is because the mind (in the reasoning process) grasps parts-in relation
before it comprehends the parts themselves.”123 Lakoff remarks,
Gestalts for general overall shapes (e.g., the shape of an elephant or a giraffe or a
rose) are relatively rich in structure. Still, they occur pre-conceptually as gestalts,
and although one can identify internal structure in them, the wholes seem to be
psychologically more basic than the parts. In short, the idea that all internal
structure is of a building-block sort, with primitives and principles of
combination, does not seem to work at the basic level of human experience.124
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As an example:
We do not notice four legs, sharp teeth, orange and black stripes, claws, and then
perceive a tiger. Rather, we recognize a tiger and then proceed to notice that it has
legs, teeth, stripes and claws. The individual elements do not convey meaning in
themselves but only as they relate to the whole. We do not understand the whole
as a sum of its parts, but rather the parts as a function of the whole.125
In other words, the Gestalt understanding of ICM is a way of seeing categorization as more than
a chastened form of definition by strict and set features.126
In addition to necessary components, the Gestalt structure also contains some optional
and some default elements. This is why “we will have no trouble accepting that three-legged,
toothless albino tigers are still tigers.”127 Individual examples can depart from a prototypical
standard with changes to those elements (optional and default) and still easily be recognized.128
Significantly, this approach accounts for the play of similarity and difference that one sees in a
category, since certain elements would have been identified as essential, some as default
elements, and others as optional.129 Though the default and optional features support the basic
Gestalt structure but are not fundamental to it, definition of a category must be open to them.130
It is in this light, by explaining both the similarities and differences, that the ICM model of
categorization becomes a useful tool in understanding the Lord’s Supper in the ancient city of
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Corinth. It is this model—alongside its use of the prototype theory—that will inform the
methodology of this dissertation.
Before we relate prototype theory to the Lord’s Supper, it is necessary to provide an
overview of the impact of this understanding of categorization on genre studies. It is not
surprising that prototype theory would have this influence, since genre studies itself is a study in
classification.131 An overview is further justified since this study will primarily be dealing with
texts that have already been categorized using genre analysis and already been given a generic
category.
Prototype Theory and Genre Studies
In addition to being tied to the Aristotelian understanding of categorization, present scholarship
on the Lord’s Supper also uses the language of genre analysis to interpret its categorization of
this meal. Authors situating the Lord’s Supper in the Graeco-Roman meal tradition have
consistently used generic labels and genre analysis.132 Also, literary data—on meals in the
ancient world—are treated as constituting a literary genre. Smith, for instance, talked about the
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“stock motif in the literary genre of the symposium.”133 In several places in his work, Smith lays
his arguments out clearly, as in the following passage:
Contrary to a large body of previous scholarship, I will not be arguing that Paul
utilized a particular form of meal, such as the Passover meal or the meal of the
mystery cults, as his model. I am instead referring to a generic meal model from
the culture, one which importantly, is utilized by groups throughout the GrecoRoman world, including Judaism and the mystery cults.134
This dissertation will be following the same line of argument by treating the Lord’s Supper in
light of genre analysis. However, the understanding of genre in this study differs in extending
the analysis beyond written texts. This study will see a genre as a cultural artifact that is
interpretable as a recurrent, significant action which embodies an aspect of cultural rationality.135
This is not unlike the idea of James R. Martin and Joan Rothery that a genre is a staged
purposeful social process through which a culture is realized in language.136 Sune Auken’s
understanding makes this more explicit when he writes:
Many of the inferences we make when interpreting a text are not based solely on
what is written in it. Even in the most basic examples—and sometimes in these
even more than in other examples—we find that basic elements of the information
communicated by a text are not actually present in the text’s own wording, but
depend on some sort of regulative, interpretative framework that involves the
sender or author, the reader, and the text, as well as the cultural landscape within
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which all of these are embedded. Some of these inferences are textual while
others are not.137
To treat genre as an exclusively textual phenomenon is therefore an inadequate approach to
genre analysis. The danger in regarding genre as exclusively textual is that some understanding
of the reality that the text represents will be lost. In the case of the Lord’s Supper, this includes
respecting the assumptions of the early Christians when they met to celebrate this meal. Their
overtly religious assumptions—especially the interpretation of the elements of the meal and the
framework of eschatology—though not written outright in the texts, should be seen as an
intrinsic part of the meal. It is only when one has a holistic understanding of genre that one can
embrace the lived experiences of the early Christians to help interpret the texts that represent this
lived experience.
Scholars in genre studies have also taken advantage of the fruits of the conversations in
the field of cognitive psychology. This means that genre studies have moved from a classical
understanding of categorization to a prototypical understanding. The classical understanding
downplays, at best, the distinctiveness of each performance of the genre or, at worst, eliminates
it. Tzvetan Todorov explains the beauty in recognizing the distinctness of each performance of a
genre when he argues that “the fact that a work ‘disobeys’ its genre does not make the latter
nonexistent … because transgression, in order to exist as such, requires a law that will, of course,
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be transgressed. One could go further: the norm becomes visible—lives—only by its
transgressions.”138
A shift to the prototypical understanding of genre establishes a framework that allows,
firstly, that certain instances of a genre are further from the prototype than others and that,
secondly, relationships can be perceived between members of a genre which may in fact be
structurally different from each other.139 In this case, genres are at once shared and unique.140 As
Amy J. Devitt notes, what we describe as similar communicative purposes and tasks may share
enough similarities to be perceived as similar but still differ in important ways.141 Auken
observes that the originality of a work often lies in how it utilizes the reader’s established
assumptions in order to undermine, to twist, or, for that matter, even to reinforce these very
assumptions.142 This means that no two performances that are nominally of the same genre have
the same exact relation to it, because each example becomes both a unique case and a special
application of the embedded genre’s resources.143 To interpret each instance should therefore
mean paying attention to what makes that instance distinct and what that instance shares with the
genre.144 In a helpful way, Marie-Laure Ryan describes genres as “clubs imposing a certain
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number of conditions for membership, but tolerating as quasi-members those individuals who
can fulfil only some of the requirements, and who do not seem to fit into any other clubs.”145 For
Mikhail Bakhtin, “The actual meaning of an utterance is understood against the background of
other concrete utterances on the same theme because there is a relationship that upholds the
similarity of themes but at the same time does not stifle the uniqueness of every utterance.”146
Context plays a significant role in the prototypical understanding of genre analysis, as it
does in the ICM understanding of prototype. This is because within a genre we can have many
variations based on the possibility of “variation” in contexts. This emphasis on the importance of
variation is highlighted by Devitt when she writes that:
At the heart of all such variation is the fact that genres are at once shared and
unique. Each performance of a genre demonstrates its degree of prototypicality,
disciplinary membership, historical moment, authorial identity and many other
qualities shared with other members of its category.147
This means that varying from a genre in a particular performance of the genre is as rhetorically
significant as conforming to the genre.148 Such variations occur even in utterances that might
appear as identical to one another—a greeting, for instance, “Good morning.”149 Membership
within a genre category in this model therefore respects the contexts of performance.
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The ICM model of categorization in genre studies is featured prominently in the ideas of
Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, Kathleen Hall Jamieson, and Carolyn Miller. Campbell and Jamieson
talk about a genre as being composed “of a constellation of recognizable forms bound together
by an internal dynamic.”150 Miller, using Alfred Schutz and Thomas Luckmann’s idea of types,
argue that:
[O]ur stock of knowledge is useful only insofar as it can be brought to bear upon
new experience: the new is made familiar through the recognition of relevant
similarities; those similarities become constituted as types.… It is through the
process of specification that we create recurrence, analogies and similarities.
What recurs is not a material situation but our construal of a type.151
The type as described above reflects ICMs and is a similar example of ideal situations into which
we try to fit our daily experiences.
The success of the prototype understanding of categorization as applied to genre studies
has also found its way into biblical studies. In biblical studies, the prototype theory has been
applied by John J. Collins to understanding the literary character of apocalypses. Earlier, Collins
had used the traditional model to argue for the classification of the apocalyptic genre. In a
seminal study of apocalypses published in the journal Semeia in 1979, Collins states that “ the
thesis presented in Semeia is that a corpus of texts that has been traditionally called ‘apocalyptic’
does indeed share a significant cluster of traits that distinguish it from other works.”152 Collins
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states that the approach of the apocalypse group established a strict boundary between texts that
are members of the genre and those that are not.153 As Newsom notes, while the initial group
that worked on apocalypses—of which Collins was a member— did intuitively work with
something like prototype theory, it did not conform to the prototype theory.154 Collins himself
later agreed that using the prototypical approach would have saved them from some agonizing
boundary cases caused by the classificatory approach applied in Semeia 14.155 Significantly, in
his more recent works, he argues that this traditional classification is no longer adequate because
the apocalyptic genre, like all genres, had fuzzy edges and some works may participate in more
than one genre.156
In his study of the genre of the book of Jubilees, Collins’s conclusions further this
argument by stating that:
Jubilees is not an anti-apocalyptic polemic, but apocalyptic beliefs and
expectations are not at the center of its concerns. In the perspective of Prototype
Theory, it may be regarded as a marginal member of the genre apocalypse, on the
“fuzzy edge” of the genre, without claiming that this is its only generic
affiliation…. Neither was it an ironic subversion of the apocalyptic worldview. It
was rather a strategic adaptation of it.157
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At this stage, since the phrase ‘fuzzy edges” as employed Collins is sometimes used by scholars
who work on classification and genre analysis, it is important to state that “fuzzy edges”—a
feature of the prototype theory— is different from the “fuzzy set theory” which is another theory
of categorization developed by Lofti Zadeh. Lofti Zadeh defines a fuzzy set as “a class of objects
with a continuum of grades of membership. Such a set is characterized by a membership
(characteristic) function which assigns to each object a grade of membership ranging between
zero and one.”158 Also, it is necessary to note the fuzzy set theory is not the same as the
prototype theory, at least not in the sense this dissertation understands the prototype theory. In
this study when we talk about the prototype theory, it is not in the sense of gradience in which
membership of a category is earned through a membership characteristic which assigns
membership range within a category. The prototype understanding requires that a category must
have a prototype and that a prototype be part of a cognitive model, i.e., an internal structure.
It is such an integrated nature (i.e., internal structure) that Lakoff refers to as the ICMs,
which have now become a critical component of the prototype understanding of categorization.
Such an account of categorization has not been applied in biblical studies to the Lord’s
Supper.159 The aim of this study is to utilize the fruits of research in the cognitive study of

resemblance approach to genre seems to me to offer advantages for how one would think about Jubilees or the Temple
Scroll or revelatory discourses in relationship to the genre apocalypse in contrast to a classificatory approach that talks
of the boundaries of the genre and the problem of borderline cases.” Cf. Newsom, “Spying Out the Land,”26.
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Lofti Zadeh, “Fuzzy Sets,” Information and Control 8 (1965): 338–53, here 338.

See Wright, III, “Joining the Club: A Suggestion about Genre in Early Jewish Texts,” DSD 17 (2010):
260–85; Williamson, “Pesher: A Cognitive Model of Genre,” DSD 17 (2010): 307–31; Newsom, “Paring Research
Questions and Theories of Genre: A Case Study of the Hodayot,” DSD 17 (2010): 241–59; Collins “Epilogue: Genre
Analysis and the Dead Sea Scrolls,” 389–401.
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categorization— as applied in genre studies— to understanding the Lord’s Supper in 1
Corinthians 11:17-34. It will approach categorization from the standpoint of the prototype theory
and the ICM as a framework of internal structure. The ICM as applied to genre studies will give
this study the tool it needs to argue for the distinctiveness of the Lord’s Supper. It also allows
this study to regard the Lord’s Supper as a member of the Graeco-Roman banquet tradition from
the viewpoint of both its textual evidence and explicit non-textual assumptions.
Classification Theories and the Lord’s Supper in Corinth
Let me now return to something I noted at the beginning of this chapter. Present studies on the
Lord’s Supper have classified the meal employing the traditional classification model. The most
representative example of this use of traditional classification is the argument that there are five
central characteristics of Hellenistic meals.160 I referred to these characteristics briefly earlier on
and these are now detailed here.161 These included:
1. The reclining of (more or less) all participants while eating and drinking together for
several hours in the evening.
2. The order of a supper (deipnon) of eating, followed by an extended time (symposion)
of drinking, conversation, and performance.
3. Marking the transition from deipnon to symposion with a ceremonial libation, almost
always wine.
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Taussig, In the Beginning was the Meal, 26. Cf. Duff, “Alone Together: Celebrating the Lord’s Supper
in Corinth,” 563; Al-Saudi, “The Power of An Invitation,”136.
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See the initial reference in this chapter to these characteristics in the section: Theories of Classification.
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4. Leadership by a “President” (symposiarch) of the meal—a person not always the
same, and sometimes with the role contingent on the fulfilment of a condition. In
some cases, this role was even disputed.
5. A variety of marginal personages, often including servants, uninvited guests,
“entertainers,” and dogs.
Many of the studies so far have been efforts at seeing how the Lord’s Supper in Corinth
conformed to these five characteristics listed above, and they do this essentially using the
Aristotelian classificatory model.162 A point made so far in this study is that behind every
categorization is a model. Often scholars categorizing the Lord’s Supper as a Graeco-Roman
banquet pay little or no attention to the categorization model or genre analysis underlying their
arguments. Nevertheless, such attempts at categorization suffer all the same from the weakness
of the model implicitly adopted.163 And as has been argued so far, this model of classification
usually ignores the specificity of the performance of each member of the genre or of each
member in the category. This means that in categorizing the Lord’s Supper as a member of the
Graeco-Roman banquet genre, there is typically a neglect of the distinctiveness of the Lord’s
Supper within the genre. Comparison of the Lord’s Supper with other meals in the GraecoRoman banquet traditions has so far been chiefly an affair of the recollection of similarity.164
While outlining the similarities and shared features is a good way to start, it tells us little about
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Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist: The Banquet in the Early Christian World (Minneapolis:
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the peculiarity of the Lord’s Supper. This can be done only when attention is paid to the
distinctiveness of the Lord’s Supper. Jonathan Z. Smith aptly observes that “comparison is, at
base, never identity. Comparison requires the postulation of difference as the grounds of its being
interesting (rather than tautological) and a methodical manipulation of difference.”165 It is when
these differences (distinctiveness) are noted that we can ask then what these differences mean for
early Christ groups.166 The question, in other words, is “What a difference does difference
make?” Difference is rarely something simply to be noted; it is most often—as is the case with
the Lord’s Supper—something in which one has a stake.167 In his review of Dennis E. Smith’s
From Symposium to Eucharist, Larry W. Hurtado notes that Smith’s analysis sometimes sought
to “minimize the differences and lump things together in such a way that the particularities of
either the pagan or early Christian practices are obscured.”168 He further notes that:
Of course, in their first century settings it is completely expected that Christian
circles would have meals together. And it is also right to say that their communal
meals likely reflect (in some ways) the influence of their cultural setting. But the
reason that they had communal meals as followers of Jesus is not simply the
broad ubiquity of group meals in Greco-Roman culture.169
This dissertation has so far argued that the Lord’s Supper is a Graeco-Roman banquet.
However, it will differ from previous studies by employing the ICM model of the prototype
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theory to situate the Lord’s Supper in this genre. The aim is to arrive at an understanding that
prizes both the context and the concept and in that way to present the Lord’s Supper as a
distinctive instantiation of the Graeco-Roman banquet. The Lord’s Supper fits the ICM of the
Graeco-Roman banquet in its Gestalt structure but then departs from its prototype in some
significant ways. So, this dissertation will not only be paying attention to what the Lord’s Supper
has in common with other variants of the Graeco-Roman banquets (which are also prototypical
instantiations of the Graeco-Roman banquet) but also the distinctive character of the Lord’s
Supper. This does not make this early Christian meal less of a Graeco-Roman banquet. Rather,
using the ICM understanding of the prototype theory, it will be argued that the Lord’s Supper not
only belongs to the category of the Graeco-Roman banquet but is also a Graeco-Roman banquet
that has survived in a remarkable way.
ICMs and the Graeco-Roman Banquet170
Following the ICM understanding of categorization, I propose that the idealized cognitive model
of the Graeco-Roman banquet is that of a meal in the Graeco-Roman world involving more than
two individuals and in which a meaningful conversation takes place. For an individual living in
any part of the Graeco-Roman world, this is the basic cognition of a banquet.
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Smith talks presciently about an idealized model when he wrote, “In the literary data, descriptions and
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In terms of the Gestalt structure, I identify the following as essential and necessary
components.171
1. A gathering of more than two persons with some form of prior bond
2. A meal
3. The intentionality of having a meaningful conversation.
These components should be understood against the background and culture of the GraecoRoman world. This gathering must be of people with a form of prior bond. While it is the case
that the meal does bond individuals, this Gestalt component means that there must be a prior
form of bond that brings them together. This bonding does not occur because it precedes the
meal and may (or may not) subsist after the meal.172 The character of their bond will be reflected
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in their conversation. The idea of a prior bond at this stage is a necessary emphasis. This is
because very often meals are seen as a way of creating bonds. What is often overlooked, or less
emphasized, is that before the participants of a formal meal come together, there is always a prior
bonding. This prior bonding is not a consequence of the meal; the meal is a consequence of that
prior bonding. It is true that the meal strengthens a bond, but it is important to note that it is not
the meal that creates the bond.173 The idea of a prior bond does not mean the participants have to
agree on everything. The reality of strife and disorder in the extant literature on Graeco-Roman
banquets shows that they do not agree on everything. However, it does mean that there must, at
least, be a form of network which has brought them together. The Passover did not create the
bond among Jews; the fellowship meals did not create the bond among Graeco-Roman
associations; and the Lord’s Supper did not create the bond among early Christ groups. In fact,
the future of that network could depend upon the outcome of the meal, since we have cases of
prior bonds dismantled after a meal. In the case of the Lord’s Supper in Corinth, the meal has
become a threat to the continued existence of the community. So, it is important to emphasize
that the meal is a consequence of a prior bonding. The reverse is not the case.
With regards to the meal component, this is constrained by the foods available and the
food culture in the Graeco-Roman world. I have avoided making drink of any kind a significant
component because it is not a part of the Gestalt structure. The focus here is the act of ingesting
some form of nutrient for nourishment which is evidently linked to their prior bond. This
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relationship between the prior bond and the meal will become evident when dealing with groups
in the Graeco-Roman world.
The final component of the Gestalt structure is a conversation which is meaningful. This
conversation can take multiple forms and helps in the bonding of the group and sustaining of the
meal. The moment this conversation loses its hold on a meal (i.e., becomes meaningless), the
meal often comes to end.
These three components as suggested in the fashion of the Gestalt structure should be
seen as meaningfully and functionally related to one another. They are so basic that without
them, there is no idea of a Graeco-Roman banquet. However, it should also be noted that this is a
model, an ICM. To see how this model worked in the Graeco-Roman world, we need to identify
at least one prototype.
The final step is identifying at least a prototype of a Graeco-Roman banquet and outlining
its major characteristics. I take the classical Symposion as a significant prototype of the GraecoRoman banquet. In identifying the major characteristics of this prototype, I am drawing on the
wealth of current scholarship on the Graeco-Roman banquet tradition. These include:
1. The reclining of participants while eating and drinking together for several hours in
the evening.
2. The order of a supper (deipnon) of eating, followed by an extended time (symposion)
of drinking, conversation, and performance.
3. Marking the transition from deipnon to symposion with a ceremonial libation, almost
always wine.
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4. Leadership by a “President” (symposiarch) of the meal—a person not always the
same, and sometimes performing a role that was contingent or disputed.
5. A variety of marginal personages, often including servants, uninvited guests,
“entertainers,” and dogs.
6. The constant threat of disorder.
I have added the constant threat of disorder as a characteristic of the prototype because it
is present in the symposion and in much literature on Graeco-Roman banquets, including
the Lord’s Supper in Corinth, the locus of our study.174 Additionally, while current
research on the Graeco-Roman banquet meal takes these characteristics as central
characteristics of Hellenistic meals, I am taking them as characteristics of the prototype
of the Graeco-Roman banquet tradition which is the symposion. I have chosen the
symposion as the prototype of the Graeco-Roman banquet because—as I will argue in the
next chapter—it is the most representative of this meal tradition.
Summary and Conclusion
The present chapter has been concerned with elucidating the methodology of this dissertation. It
argued that the traditional Aristotelian model of classification is an inadequate model of
categorization. In addition, the theory of family resemblance which tries to replace the classical
model can prove to be too loose a model to capture the phenomenon of categorization in human
cognition. The prototype understanding of categorization suggested by Eleanor Rosch has been
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argued to be the most enlightening in comprehending how categorization works in human
cognition. It is an understanding that respects more adequately the entire process and context of
human reasoning. The prototype theory has further been enhanced by the ICM model of
categorization of George Lakoff, making it a useful model for this dissertation. The usefulness of
the prototype theory is attested not just in the field of cognitive psychology but also in genre
studies that try to appreciate the social context of instantiations of genres. Significantly, the
prototype theory has also found its way into biblical studies through the research of Carol
Newsom and John Collins. Newsom’s analysis of the usefulness of the prototype theory for
biblical studies and Collins’s application of the same theory demonstrate how the prototype
theory is useful in the field of biblical studies.
A survey of present scholarship on the Lord’s Supper in Corinth reveals that scholars
still employ categories that mirror the traditional Aristotelian model of categorization when they
analyze the Lord’s Supper as a member of the Graeco-Roman banquet tradition. The result is that
such scholarship rarely pays attention to the distinction the Lord’s Supper brings to the GraecoRoman banquet. This chapter has argued for a theoretical framework that pays attention to the
distinction of the Lord’s Supper without sacrificing the features it shares with the Graeco-Roman
banquet tradition. As argued here, this framework, which is the ICM understanding of the
prototype theory developed in cognitive psychology, has been utilized in genre studies and
biblical studies. In this chapter I applied the interdisciplinary theoretical framework of the
Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM) understanding of prototype theory to the Graeco-Roman
banquet tradition. I suggested an ICM of the Graeco-Roman banquet that outlined its Gestalt
structure, and I proposed the symposion as a prototype of the Graeco-Roman banquet by
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highlighting several key features. In the next chapter I will analyze and evaluate the literary
evidence according to this framework and these features. In light of this analysis, I will argue
that the Lord’s Supper’s membership in the Graeco-Roman Banquet should be viewed in relation
to the genre’s ICM and prototypes.

CHAPTER THREE
THE SYMPOSION AS A PROTOTYPE OF THE GRAECO-ROMAN BANQUET
Introduction
The first chapter of this dissertation surveyed current scholarship on the Lord’s Supper in its
Graeco-Roman context. The conclusion of that chapter was that while the current state of
scholarship had succeeded in establishing the similarities between the Lord’s Supper and other
meals in the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, there remains the need to argue for how the Lord’s
Supper made a distinctive contribution to this meal tradition. Given that the early Christians were
part of the Graeco-Roman world, the similarities in their meal tradition with the general GraecoRoman meal tradition was expected. However, in our enthusiasm to establish the connections
between the Lord’s Supper and other meals in the Graeco-Roman meal traditions, it is tempting
to ignore the peculiar and distinctive ways in which these meals differed, although they looked
alike and were organized similarly.1 Nevertheless, it is those things that the early Christians did
differently “which demand attention, and which must be assessed within the interpretative
context of ancient Mediterranean cultural systems and discourse as a whole.”2 As stated in the
first chapter, this dissertation will argue for the distinctive contribution of the Lord’s Supper —as
practiced in the city of Corinth—to the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
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Stephen G. Wilson, “Voluntary Associations: An Overview,” in Voluntary Associations in the GrecoRoman World, ed. John S. Kloppenborg and Stephen G. Wilson (London: Routledge, 1996), 1–15, here 9.
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Sociological Analysis,” in Voluntary Associations in the Greco-Roman World, 128–45, here 132.
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The second chapter established the methodological framework that will inform the
argument of this dissertation. The arguments made in the second chapter were three-fold. First,
that the current models of comparison between the Lord’s Supper and other meals in the GraecoRoman meal tradition mirror an Aristotelian model of categorization. Second, the Aristotelian
model of categorization is inadequate since it fails to properly account for the distinctiveness of
the members of each category with which it deals. Third, the prototypical understanding of
categorization is a better methodological tool in accounting for the similarities and differences
between the Lord’s Supper and the other meals of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. However,
in its use of the prototype theory, I settled for a variant that combines an Idealized Cognitive
Model (ICM) with a prototype of the model. Using the prototype theory, the last chapter
proposed an ICM for the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. It also put forward the symposion as the
prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.3 I must clarify the idea of the prototype as it is
used in this work. The prototype of any phenomenon is usually a singular-concrete realization of
the phenomenon. In this work, it is to be noted that the prototype which is symposion is a cultural
institution. While it is a “singular” institution, it is singular in the sense of it sharing the same
characteristics as evidenced by the various attestations in the witnesses I will be employing.
While it is not singular in the sense of a Robin being the prototype of a bird, it is singular in the
cultural sense of which the American football can be the prototype of sports in the United States
(if it is). In the sense of the above analysis, the ICM of a Graeco-Roman banquet is the mental
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picture of what a formal meal will look like, while the prototype is the best example of that
mental picture in actuality.4
With the aforementioned arguments and propositions as its foundation, the aim of this
chapter is to apply our methodological framework to the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. I will
proceed in two main stages. First, I will provide a detailed analysis of how the proposed ICM is
represented in the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. Next, I will attempt to demonstrate how the
symposion best captures the ICM and how different formal meal settings in the Graeco-Roman
world reflect the ICM, on the one hand, and relate to the prototype, on the other hand.
I will support the arguments in this chapter with literary sources which are philosophical,
fictional, encyclopedic, and artistic in nature. I will draw these sources largely from the GraecoRoman world (ca. 500BCE–200CE).5 This does not mean that I take these sources to be exact
replica of the daily lives of the people within this period. In fact, I will argue that many of these
materials are retrospective. However, widespread familiarity with the ideas in these texts and
artistic representations—often repeated ad nauseum—will be taken as having a place in these
worlds and as having made a difference in the way in which individuals envisaged their own
socializing. Their familiarity offered them images against which they could measure their own
convivial activity.6 In that sense, these texts try to reproduce the realities of the ancient world (as
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we have in vases, art works in general and ritual texts). In some other cases, the texts try to
capture the anxieties, hopes and fears these realities invoke. In all, these texts are at best
approximations of ancient realities and the best we can get in engaging a past which has become
a foreign country.7 That is, these literary descriptions grasp something real in the convivial
customs of their time.8 It is important to note that some of these texts bear idealized visions of
how meals were performed in the Graeco-Roman world. For instance, James N. Davidson opines
that the picture of the classic moderate drinking-party which we see sometimes from GraecoRoman writers (mostly, Plutarch, Plato, and Xenophon), is not to be interpreted as a mirror to the
reality of Greek dinner-parties, held up to themselves by the Greeks for the benefit of posterity,
but as a symptom of anxiety about how to drink properly since disturbances to the proper rhythm
of drinking would be possible at all levels of the ritual.9 While conceding this last point, my use
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of these ancient sources is with belief that these texts and material remains do have a symbiotic
relationship with social realities of the Graeco-Roman world. On the one hand, they tell us
something of the world, and on the other hand, they tell us how they think things ought to be in
their world. In either case, they both fall within the realms of the expected, the possible, the
probable, and the believable in the Graeco-Roman world.10 These realms of the expected, the
possible, and the believable are also constrained by the genre of these writings. The realm of
possibility in which Lucian’s Symposium operates will be different from the realm of possibility
in which 1 Cor 11:17–34 operates.11 These realms are not to be taken as a hierarchical ordering
of the veracity of these texts but should be seen as an aggregation of the expectations of those
who encounter these witnesses in the ancient world. No greater expectation should be placed on
these witnesses than the Graeco-Roman world would place on them. These witnesses (historical,
material and philosophical) become more tenable when their evidence corroborate each other to
help form a realistic picture (i.e., symposion).12 For example, if an evidence from a literary text
has a corollary in material remains and legal texts, I will take such an evidence as one that holds
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physical remains.” See Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculanuem (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1994), 6. Sandra R. Joshel and Lauren Hackworth Petersen note that these bits of
evidence must be patched together or set in dialogue with each other in a marriage of words and things rather than
using texts to fill in lacks in archeological materials and vice versa. See, Sandra R. Joshel and Lauren Hackworth
Petersen, The Material Life of Roman Slaves (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 8. In a similar vein,
Katherine Shaner argues that, “comparing different rhetorics in different kinds of materials—text, image, and
architecture—helps us see the fissures in these attempts at persuasion and construction.” Katherine Shaner, Enslaved
Leadership in Early Christianity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), Oxford Scholarship Online edition,
“Epilogue.”
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high interpretive value. The premise here is that why these witnesses do are not mirrors of the
Graeco-Roman world, they are windows through which we can peer through what those who
lived in this world think of their world.13 This means I am not taking them as completely
historical accounts but as accounts that hold heuristic value for interpretation of the beliefs and
ideas that float around in this world.
Of significance in this regard is The Learned Banqueters written by Athenaeus, a Greek
sophist from Naucratis in Egypt. This work of about fifteen volumes revolved around an
extraordinarily extravagant dinner and drinking party, which served as a rough framework for
conversations which spanned over many areas of life in the Graeco-Roman world.14 The broad
way in which The Learned Banqueters tried to capture Graeco-Roman life has made this work an
indispensable resource in understanding the Graeco-Roman banquet and because of this, it will
also be a resource abundantly. Since this work purports to be a historical account of a GraecoRoman banquet with a conglomeration of genres it will be taken to also bear the marks of the
expected, the possible, the believable, and the probable. Again, I will place a greater premium on
aspects of the meal that can be corroborated by other textual evidence and material remains.

13

See Shaner who notes that, “Archaeological materials and their modes of display, whether ancient or
modern, are not clear windows into the historical past.” Cf. Shaner, Enslaved Leadership in Early Christianity, ch.
1, “Power in Perspectives: Interpreting Enslaved Presence in Archeological Remains.” My use metaphorical use of
windows as contrasted to mirrors is an attempt to provide more interpretative options for the contemporary reader of
these remains. In this sense, a mirror reflects light to reproduce an image, while a window is an opening which
allows light without reproducing the image. A mirror attempts to replicate but the window furnishes you with
resources to view and not with a replicated reality. I will therefore propose that what Shaner calls “clear windows”
will be better captured by the image of a mirror. In the words of Rhys Isaac, a society necessarily leaves marks of
use upon the terrain it occupies, and these marks (signs) communicate meanings. See Rhys Isaac, The
Transformation of Virginia 1740–1790 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1982), 19.
14

Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, “Introduction,” xii–xiii (Olson, LCL).
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It is necessary to note that when reference is made here to the Graeco-Roman meal
tradition, I am speaking specifically about formal meals in the Graeco-Roman world. Formal
meals in the Graeco-Roman world include banquets after sacrifices, meals of
associations/groups, royal banquets, marriage feasts, and birthday banquets. The formality of
these meals gives them a public character that is not afforded non-formal meals (like family
dinner). These meals, therefore, also create a space for the negotiation of societal values and the
contestation of public honor.15
The Idealized Cognitive Model of the Graeco-Roman Meal Tradition
The Graeco-Roman world left an abundance of footprints when it comes to the manner in which
its meals were performed. While all societies in history have their own way of eating and
drinking, the ancient Greek world is unparalleled in the way shared eating and drinking was
institutionalized.16 The formal meal tradition among the Greeks became the vehicle through
which its society was organized and comprehended. The table and the couch became literary
settings for many Greek writers in the ancient world starting from Homeric era (800 BCE) going
well beyond the early third century CE, when Athenaeus wrote his Deipnosophistai.17 The table

15

Rachel M. Mcrae argues that “the banquet became an important vehicle for distributing honor.” Rachel
M. Mcrae, “Eating with Honor: The Corinthian Lord’s Supper in Light of Voluntary Association Meal Practices,”
JBL 130 (2011): 165–81, here 169.
16

Greeks according to Oswyn Murray defines eras, and the characteristics of other civilizations, in terms of
their own history and drinking habits. In addition to this, among the items of furniture for the Greek conviviality—
which is the couch (kline)—was the most important item of furniture. In Plato, the archetypal skilled craftsman is the
“couch maker.” See Oswyn Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,” in A Companion to Archaic Greece, ed. Kurt
A. Raaflaub and Hans van Wees (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009), 508–23, here 516; Plato, Republic 597A (Emlyn-Jones
and Preddy, LCL).
17

Douglas Olson emphasizes in his introduction to The Learned Banqueters the role this work played in
our comprehension of the Ancient world. He writes that “had The Learned Banqueters not survived, our knowledge
of classical Greek literature and its reception in the Hellenistic and Roman periods would have been immensely
poorer.” See, Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, “Introduction,” ix (Olson, LCL).
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became the medium through which ideas were discussed and passed down in myths, legends, and
history. In this regard, Plutarch observes:
To consign to utter oblivion all that occurs at a drinking party is not only opposed
to what we call the friend-making character of the dining-table, but also has the
most famous of the philosophers to bear witness against it— Plato, Xenophon,
Aristotle, Speusippus, Epicurus, Prytanis, Hieronymus and Dio of the Academy
who all considered the recording of conversations held at table a task worth some
effort.18
The ancient Greeks did not struggle to find a reason to gather for a meal. These occasions varied
from public and domestic sacrifices, birthdays of family members, birthdays of esteemed
persons, funerals, the departure or arrival of a friend, the gaining of victory or the meetings of
official and unofficial associations.19
The gradual erosion of the political influence of the Greeks, and the rise of the Romans
did not put an end to the influence of the Greek meal tradition. Rather, it marks the diffusion of
this meal tradition into the Roman world and the Roman sphere of influence. Roman writers like
Catullus, Horace, Cicero, Pliny the Younger, Petronius, Aulus Gellius, and Macrobius all

18

[Τ]ὸ δ᾿ ὅλως ἀμνημονεῖν τῶν ἐν οἴνῳ μὴ μόνον τῷ φιλοποιῷ λεγομένῳ μάχεσθαι τῆς τραπέζης, ἀλλὰ
καὶ τῶν φιλοσόφων τοὺς ἐλλογιμωτάτους ἀντιμαρτυροῦντας ἔχειν, Πλάτωνα καὶ Ξενοφῶντα καὶ Ἀριστοτέλη1 καὶ
Σπεύσιππον Ἐπίκουρόν τε καὶ Πρύτανιν καὶ Ἱερώνυμον καὶ Δίωνα τὸν ἐξ Ἀκαδημίας, ὡς ἄξιόν τινος σπουδῆς
πεποιημένους ἔργον ἀναγράψασθαι λόγους παρὰ πότον γενομένους. Plutarch, Quaestiones Convivales, I:612D
(Clement, LCL). On this issue, Nicholas R.E. Fisher writes that, “In most, if not all, societies, social relationships of
all sorts tend to be sanctified and solidified by a shared taking of food and drink; but in few societies have
celebrations of shared eating and drinking been so highly valued, so idealized, and stylized, so widely practiced at
many levels, and so significantly used as occasions for philosophical, political, and moral discussions and their
reflections in poetic and prose literature.” See Nicholas R.E. Fisher, “Greek Associations, Symposia, and Clubs,”
in Civilization of the Ancient Mediterranean: Greece and Rome, vol. 2. ed. Michael Grant and Rachel Kitzinger
(New York: Scribner’s, 1988a), 1167–197, here 1167.
19

Wilhelm Adolf Becker, Charicles: Illustrations of the Private Life of the Ancient Greeks with Notes and
Excurses (London: John W. Parker and Son, 1854), 314–15. I will explain my use of the nomenclature ‘unofficial
associations’ in the section ‘Christ’s Groups as Unofficial Associations’ in the fourth chapter of this dissertation. For
now, I will define an unofficial association in the Graeco-Roman world as a stable group of persons who do not
receive funding from the city for the running of their group.
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engaged in the Greek practice of recording conversations at meals.20 Katherine M.D Dunbabin
observes that the meeting of the Roman and Greek cultures had a significant ideological and
architectural impact upon the meal traditions of both groups.21 While she cautions that the chain
of influence especially in terms of the architecture might be complicated and inextricably
interwoven, she ultimately suggests that the
[C]onnection would seem to run that the Roman aristocracy adopted the fashions
set by Hellenistic royalty, and in turn were copied less grandly and on a smaller
scale, by the wealthy of a town like Pompeii, and doubtless elsewhere in Italy. In
time, these same fashions came back to the Greek world, to the circles of men like
Plutarch or whoever owned the Atrium house at Antioch as a way of adopting
Roman manners.22
In spite of the complication about the chain of influence in matters like architecture, what
is undeniable is that the meal tradition which later became prevalent in the Graeco-Roman world
first appeared in literature among the Greeks during the Homeric period.23 The persistence of—
especially—the Greek symposion even in the Roman world again points to the influence of the
Greek table style in the ancient world.24 Even those who thought that the Graeco-Roman banquet

20

Jamir, Exclusion and Judgment, 4.

21

Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” esp. 92–98.

22

Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” 97.

23

For this period, the epics attributed to Homer, i.e., Iliad and Odyssey, should be considered remarkable
sources. In the words of Luigi Enrico Rossi, “La storia della lirica è la storia del simposia.” See Luigi Enrico Rossi,
“Il simposio greco arcaico e classico come spettacolo a se stesso,” in κηληθμῷ δ᾽ ἔσχοντο: Scritti editi e inedita
volume 2: Letteratura, ed. Guilio Colesanti and Roberto Nicolai (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2020), 333–40, here
340. Vanessa Cazzato and Enrico Emanuele Prodi also note that “the earliest directly preserved Greek poetry
consists of songs on cups—both in the sense that they are inscribed on cups and that they are about cups.” See
Vanessa Cazzato and Enrico Emanuele Prodi, “Introduction: Continuity in Synoptic Tradition,” in The Cup of Song:
Studies on Poetry and the Symposion, ed. Vanessa Cazzato, Dirk Obbink, and Enrico Emanuele Prodi (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2016), 1–16, here 2.
24
I will give a comprehensive analysis of the symposion under the section on the symposion as the
prototype of the meal tradition in the Graeco-Roman world in this chapter.
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was rooted in idolatry and was marked by flagrant hedonism—Philo for instance—they still
showed that although the Greek meal tradition might be rejected, it was impossible to ignore.25
The spread of Greek vases and Greek pottery to many places in the ancient world attests to the
popularity of the Greek meal tradition. Kathleen M. Lynch notes that:
A great number of Greek-made vases were deposited in Italian graves… It is no
surprise that Greek vases are found everywhere, from Celtic sites in Western
Europe, to Mesopotamia, to Persian burials in Turkey. As exports from Greece,
the vases carried prestige value in these cultures, and they were often given pride
of place in tombs.26
It is noteworthy to point out that that the presence of Greek art did not necessarily mean
the diffusion of Greek values. The example of the Etruscans, who after importing large quantities
of the finest Attic pottery for sympotic purposes, ended up creating a native pottery modeled on
that of the Greeks, shows that caution is often needed when talking about the diffusion of Greek
values.27 However, the ubiquitous presence of Greek meal art forms signifies the knowledge and

25
Relevant to this argument are the positions of Baruch Bokser, Gordon J. Bahr, Siegfried Stein, and
Sandra R. Shimoff. A summary of their positions can be found in the section on “The Last Supper in Its SocioHistorical Context: Judaism,” of Chapter One of this dissertation. See also, Baruch M. Bokser, The Origins of the
Seder: The Passover Rite and Early Rabbinic Judaism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984); Gordon J.
Bahr, “The Seder of Passover and the Eucharistic Words,” NovT 12 (1970): 181–202; Siegfried Stein, “The
Influence of Symposia Literature on the literary form of the Pesach Haggadah,” JJS 8 (1957): 13–44; Sandra R.
Shimoff, “Banquets: The Limits of Hellenization,” JSJ 27 (1996): 440–52. Shimoff notes that “In a sense, then, if
we want to appreciate the true extent of Hellenization among Jews in Eretz Israel, and how the rabbis reacted to
Hellenization, Greco-Roman banquets are of special significance; no other Hellenistic practice was at once so
culturally-attractive and so religiously-reprehensible.” (Shimoff, “Banquets: The Limits of Hellenization,” 444). For
historical evidence of Judaism’s partial resistance of Hellenism, Cf. The biblical books of the Maccabees, Ezra and
Nehemiah. Philo heavily criticized Greek symposia culture in De Vita Contemplativa, and this further confirms the
point that the Greek meal tradition could be rejected, not ignored. See Philo, De Vita Contemplativa, 48–63 (Colson,
LCL).
26
27

Lynch, “Drinking and Dining,” in A Companion to Archaic Greece, 525–42, here 540.

Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,” 522. The Greek meal patterns are different from the values
inherent in the Greek meals. The meal patterns include the structure of the meal, architectural designs of the dinner
space, and the utensils used during the meals while the values are the ideas these meals communicate. These values
include ideas of honor, social obligation, and social quality. My argument here is that the Greek meal patterns are
well-known and widespread in the ancient world, but this does not mean that those who shared the Greek meal
patterns also shared the values these meals effect. For additional information on the values Greek meals
communicate, see Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist, 8–12; Klinghardt, Gemeinschaftsmahl und
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popularity of Greek meal tradition in the ancient world, and an abundance of surviving literary
and archeological materials suggests the Greek meal tradition was well known.28 The words of
Oswyn Murray are instructive here:
From the eighth century the chief export of Greece (in return for metals and
slaves) was wine and the style of drinking that went with it: it is no chance that
the presence of Greek merchants is signaled everywhere in the archaeological
record by the spread of drinking cups, from the pendant semi-circle skyphoi of
Euboea to Corinthian and Attic ware.29
While the meal tradition of the Greeks was already prevalent in the ancient world, the
encounter with Romans brought some cultural accommodation by the Greeks. With the literary
(and artistic) power of the Greeks forming its background, there was nothing stopping Roman
colonial power from spreading globally the meal tradition resulting from that encounter, which I
term the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.30
Having established the pervasiveness of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, I will now
present an analysis of the Idealized Cognitive Model of this meal tradition, following the
framework of George Lakoff. As explained in the second chapter of this dissertation, the ICM

Mahlgemeinschaft, 153–73; Taussig, In the Beginning was the Meal, 26–32, and Matthias Klinghardt, “A Typology
of the Communal Meal,” in Meals in the Early Christian World: Social Formation, Experimentation, and Conflict at
the Table, ed. Dennis E. Smith and Hal E. Taussig (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 9–22.
28

Lynch observes that “we must be cautious using vases found outside of Greece as direct evidence for
Greek values. They may be reflecting non-Greek values in a Greek artistic vocabulary.” See, Lynch, “Drinking and
Dining,” 540–41. I agree with her that it does not necessarily mean that Greek values were being transported along
Greek art. I also think that the large market that Greek art amassed for itself shows how much the tradition
(including artwork) surrounding Greek meal practices stood out from its contemporaries.
29
30

Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,” 521.

This did not mean that the Graeco-Roman meal tradition did not borrow from other cultures. I will
indicate when this is the case. However, whenever this borrowing took place, what survived in Graeco-Roman
banquet is the Graeco-Roman form of that borrowing and not the original. See, Murray, “The Culture of the
Symposion,” 509. Also, to be noted is that in addition to the encounter of the Greek and Roman cultures, the spread
of the various cult groups and unofficial associations—with feastings after making sacrifices— in the Roman empire
also helped spread the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
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must have a Gestalt structure. This means that the properties of an ICM must be intrinsically
related to one another.31
A Gathering of More than Two Persons with Some Form of Prior Bond
There are two parts to this property of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition ICM. First is the
idea that a meal must be more than two persons to be able to capture the formal character of this
tradition. As further analysis will show, a one-person meal or an informal family dinner will do
no justice to the robust character of this tradition.32 While it is possible for a two-person meal in
the Graeco-Roman world to exhibit some of the character of this meal tradition, the minimum
size of a dining room imaginable in the ancient Graeco-Roman world was a three-Kline room,
hence το τρίκλινος. It is the linguistic definition of this room size that is used in this study to set
the limit of the participants of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. In fact, the idea of a threecouch dinner became so pervasive that το τρίκλινος (the three-couch room) came to be used for a
dining room regardless of size and shape.33 The three-couch room was mainly a Roman
architectural design which allowed three diners to sit per couch.34 Among the Greeks with regard

31

See the section of Idealized Cognitive Models (ICMs) in chapter Two above. See also, Lakoff, Women,
esp. 68–76.
32
The works of Dennis Smith and Matthias Klingdhart are groundbreaking in this regard. See Dennis E.
Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist: The Banquet in the Early Christian World (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003);
Matthias Klinghardt, Gemeinschaftsmahl und Mahlgemeinschaft: Soziologie und Liturgie Frühchristlicher
Mahlfeiern (Tübingen: Francke Verlag, 1996). I am in agreement with what is a near-consensus in New Testament
scholarship on meals that, “there was a common meal tradition throughout the Graeco-Roman Mediterranean that
lay at the basis of all active meals of the Greco Roman era, whether they be Gentile, Jewish, or Christian.” In this
study, Graeco-Roman meal tradition and Graeco-Roman banquet mean the same thing. See Smith and Taussig,
Meals in the Early Christian World, 1.
33

Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” 89. In John 2 we have a similar situation in which the head of
the banquet (or headwaiter) is referred to as ὁ ἀρχιτρίκλινος. See John 2:8,9. I am grateful to Dr. Christopher
Skinner for drawing my attention to this reference in John 2.
34

Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” 89. Dunbabin notes that the Greek room structure is such that it
permits the characteristic form of a dining room as having an uneven number of couches, usually seven, nine, or
eleven, or sometimes more with a separate table for each couch. Each of these couches could contain one or two
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to room size, even a nine-couch room and a five-couch room are attested.35 In this regard,
Athenaeus’ remarks about the number of couches constitute a significant ancient witness:
The ancients had rooms with space for three couches, four couches, seven
couches, nine couches, and even more than that. Since there were three of you,
putting you all together in a room with space for three couches.36
Aren’t you ever going to lay out the bed-clothes in the three-couch room?37
Everyone should dine at a single table set for an elegant meal. Let the company
total three or four or at any rate no more than five; after that you would have a
mess-group of rapacious mercenary soldiers.38
Drawing from this evidence, the inhabitants of the ancient Graeco-Roman would have found it
difficult if not impossible to comprehend a Graeco-Roman banquet occurring with less than three
persons.39
The second part of the first property of the ICM of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition is
that there must be a prior bond between the participants of the meal. An abundance of literary

guests in a reclining position. In contrast, the Romans have the standard three-couch (triclinium) with each couch
holding up to three diners reclining around a single central table. See Katherine M.D. Dunbabin, “Triclinium and
Stibadium,” in Dining in a Classical Context, ed. William J. Slater (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1991), 121–48, here 122–123.
35
See a reference in Phrynichus, “There was a splendid room with space for seven couches, and another
room with nine.” ἐννεάκλῑνος ἑπτάκλινος οἶκος ἦν καλός, εἶτ᾿ ἐννεάκλινος ἕτερος οἶκος. Cf. Phrynichus, Testimonia
and Fragments 69 (Storey, LCL). πεντακλῑνικός was used substantively as ἡ πεντακλίνου in Aristotle, On
Marvellous Things Heard, 842b.23 (Hett, LCL).
36
Ὅτι καὶ τρίκλινοι οἶκοι καὶ τετράκλινοι ἑπτάκλινοι καὶ ἐννεάκλινοι καὶ κατὰ τοὺς ἑξῆς ἀριθμοὺς ἦσαν
παρὰ τοῖς παλαιοῖς συναγαγὼντρεῖς ὄντας εἰς τρίκλινον ὑμᾶς. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, II.47F (Olson,
LCL).
37

[Ο]ὐχ ὑποστρώσεις ποτὲτρίκλινον; Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, II.48A (Olson, LCL).

38

[Π]ρὸς δὲ μιῇ πάντας δειπνεῖν ἁβρόδαιτι τραπέζῃ·

ἔστωσαν δ᾿ ἢ τρεῖς ἢ τέσσαρες οἱ ξυνάπαντες
ἢ τῶν πέντε γε μὴ πλείους· ἤδη γὰρ ἂν εἴη
μισθοφόρων ἁρπαξιβίων σκηνὴ στρατιωτῶν. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, I.4E (Olson, LCL).
39
In fact, among the Greek, while material evidence for three couches is rare, it does exist but we do not
have evidence for a room for less than three. Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” 83.
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evidence exists in the ancient world that suggests that the main participants at a banquet had
prior knowledge of each other, as in the case of the participants at the symposia described by
Plato, Xenophon, Athenaeus, Philo, and Plutarch.40 One of the first questions posed in the first
century CE novel Satyricon by Petronius was: “Don’t you know your host for today?” To which
the answer was: “He is Trimalchio, a man of supreme refinement. He keeps a water-clock in his
dining-room, and a trumpeter at the ready, so that from time to time he can keep count of the lost
hours.”41 Even when someone gatecrashes a dinner, as with Philip the comedian in Xenophon’s
Symposium, he was familiar to the participants.42 Some of these intruders at meals are well
known individuals and also well known for their habit of intrusion.43
The documented issuance of invitations is additional evidence of a prior bond between
participants at a Graeco-Roman banquet.44 These invitations were often given on the same day as
the dinner, and usually by the host, sometimes in person as he sought out in the market place or
gymnasium those whom he wished to invite.45 This shows that while some of these banquets

40
Philo, De Vita Contemplativa, (Colson, LCL); Plutarch, The Dinner of the Seven Wise Men, (Babbitt,
LCL); Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, (Olson, LCL); Plato, Symposium, (Lamb, LCL).
41

“[N]escitis, hodie apud quem fiat? Trimalchio, lautissimus homo, <qui> horologium in triclinio et
bucinatorem habet subornatum, ut subinde sciat quantum de vita perdiderit.” Petronius [Gaius Petronius Arbiter],
The Satyricon in Oxford World's Classics, ed. Peter G. Walsh, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 20. See
also, Petronius, Satyricon, (Schmeling, LCL).
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Xenophon, Symposium,1.11 (Todd, revised Henderson, LCL). See also, Alcibiades in Plato, Symposium,
212E (Lamb, LCL).
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, I.4F (Olson, LCL).
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SB XVI 12511; P. Oxy. XXXI; 2592; P. Oslo III 157; P. Oxy. III 523; P. Oxy. LII 3693; P. Oxy. XIV
1755; P. Oxy. XII 1484; P. Oxy. LXII 4339; P. Coll. Youtie I 52; P. Coll. Youtie I 51; P. Köln I 57; GRA III: 231;
Herbert Chayyim Youtie, “The Kline of Sarapis,” HTR 41 (1948): 9–29; Chan-Hie Kim, “The Papyrus Invitation,”
JBL 94 (1975): 391–402; Soham Al-Saudi, “The Power of An Invitation,” 135–50. See also, Luke 14:1–14.
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Becker, Charicles, 315.
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were being held in public spaces, they were not open to everyone.46 The dinners of most
unofficial associations were not open to everyone but rather to those who had some form of
bond.47 Sometimes, the invitation was open also to those who were being initiated as members
within a particular group, but then they also were not completely unknown.48 In some cases,
invitations could be extended by those invited; but the initial invitation always goes out to a

46

G.H.R. Horsley, “Invitations to the Kline of Sarapis,” New Docs, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 1:5–

9.
47

The Therapeutae described in De Vita Contemplativa, the sectarians of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the
Spartans’ syssitia are examples. A syssition was symposion-like meal gathering among the Spartans and Cretans. A
main difference between a syssition and the average Greek symposion is the austerity of the syssitia characterized by
moderation in the consumption of wine. The comparison between a symposion and a syssition by Manuela
Tecuşan—relying on Plato’s Laws— is quite helpful here. He writes, “It is true that both symposion and syssition are
mainly educational institutions, but both in their character and their means are rather different. Syssitia are meant to
preserve a state of mind and body which is already acquired, not to create a new one; to reveal character (as the
symposion would also do), but essentially not to train or to form it. Wine is never mentioned. The archon does not
fight irrational tendencies aroused in conviviality. There seems to be little of a symposiarch in him, but very much of
a ruler...There is no limitation in age or anything else to suggest privacy, which would be inseperable from a
sympotic group. Indeed, the syssitoi do not form a group at all: all citizens (and maybe women and children
included) are forced regularly to attend the common meal.” See Manuela Tecuşan, “Logos Sympotikos: Patterns of
the Irrational in Philosophical Drinking: Plato Outside the Symposium,” in Sympotica: A Symposium on the
Symposion, 238–260, here 256–257. For further description of syssitia, see Plato, Laws, I:637A; VI:781A, 762B–D,
780B, VIII:806–7 (Bury, LCL) and Plutarch, Lives: Lycurgus, XII (Perrin, LCL). David E. Aune notes that
Greeklike symposia were forbidden in Sparta and Crete—hence the more moderate syssitia. See, Aune, “Septem
Sapientium Convivium (Moralia 146B–164D),” in Plutarch’s Ethical Writings and Early Christian Literature, ed.
Hans Dieter Betz (Leiden: Brill, 1978), 51–105. The fact that many of these associations also required membership
fees (used mostly for the banquets, to help members settle court cases, and for funeral expenses) proves a prior bond
existed. In some cases, friends came together and contributed for the dinner, which was then known as συμβολή. See
Xenophon, Symposium,1.16 (Todd, revised by Henderson, LCL); Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueter, XIII.555A
(Olson, LCL). Furthermore, in Plato’s Laws, one of the aims of a sympotic gathering was to “guard friendship.” In
describing the role of the symposiarch, the Athenian interlocutor notes, “[H]e has both to preserve the friendliness
which already exists among the company and to see that the present gathering promotes it still further.” ([Γ]ίγνεται
γὰρ φύλαξ τῆς τε ὑπαρχούσης φιλίας αὐτοῖς, καὶ ἔτι πλείονος ἐπιμελητὴς ὅπως ἔσται διὰ τὴν τότε ξυνουσίαν). Plato,
Laws, I:640D (Bury, LCL).
48
P. Mich. VIII 511 [GRA III: 240]. In P. Mich. VIII 511, Ptolemaios was an individual being initiated into
the cult of Sarapis, and though being an initiate, he was tasked with a role one will expect of a full member.
Kloppenborg suggests that in this case the fact that the man being initiated, though being an initiate (σιωπητικός),
had enough connections or skills to be offered a managerial role. I think in this case, Ptolemaios, was not an
unknown individual, which is a further evidence that individuals who meet for dinners, in a lot of cases, have prior
knowledge of one another. See also, IG II2 1361. 23–24; IG II2 1369. While it is true that in Greek Homeric epics
the table-talk is between visitors, often strangers or travelers, texts from historical times always underline a prior
bond. See Iliad 9, 24 (Murray, LCL); Odyssey 7 (Murray, LCL). See also, Ewen L. Bowie, “Table-Talk before
Plato,” A Journal of the History of Rhetoric11 (1993): 355–71.
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“core” that have a prior knowledge and relationship with one another. It might then be left to this
“core” to guarantee or to approve (δοκιμάζω) others whom they would invite.49 This is the case
in Plato’s Symposium when Aristodemus, who himself was invited, ended up inviting—the “uninvited”—Socrates, evoking a Homeric episode between Agamemnon and Menelaus.50 Socrates
replies: “have your excuse quite ready when you bring me; for I shall not confess to coming
unasked, but only on your invitation.”51 In Plutarch’s The Dinner of the Seven Wise Men, Chiron
was adjudged to have
[S]howed most excellent judgement when he received his invitation yesterday, in
not agreeing to come until he had learned the name of every person invited. For
he said that men must put up with an inconsiderate companion on shipboard or
under the same tent, if necessity compels them to travel or to serve in the army,
but that to trust to luck regarding the people one is to be associated with at table is
not a mark of sense.52
49

IG II2 1369.

50

Plato, Symposium,174A–B (Lamb, LCL). Aristodemus asked Socrates “do you feel in the mood going
unasked for dinner?” ([Π]ῶς ἔχεις πρὸς τὸ ἐθέλειν Bἂν ἰέναι ἄκλητος ἐπὶ δεῖπνον), emphasis mine.
51

Plato, Symposium,174C–D (Lamb, LCL). [Ὅ]ρα οὖν ἄγων με τί ἀπολογήσῃ, ὡς ἐγὼ μὲν οὐχ ὁμολογήσω
ἄκλητος ἥκειν, ἀλλ᾿ ὑπὸ σοῦ κεκλημένος.
52
Plutarch, The Dinner of the Seven Wise Men, 148A (Babbitt, LCL). [Ὅ]θεν ἄριστα Χίλων, καλούμενος
ἐχθές, οὐ πρότερον ὡμολόγησεν ἢ πυθέσθαι τῶν κεκλημένων ἕκαστον. ἔφη γὰρ ὅτι σύμπλουν ἀγνώμονα δεῖ φέρειν
καὶ σύσκηνον οἷς πλεῖν ἀνάγκη καὶ στρατεύεσθαι· τὸ δὲ συμπόταις ἑαυτὸν ὡς ἔτυχε καταμιγνύειν οὐ νοῦν ἔχοντος
ἀνδρός ἐστιν. Elsewhere, Plutarch writes: “To have the company of others forced upon one on a voyage, in the
family, or in legal business, is not so unpleasant as at dinner, and there too, congenial company is most pleasant. A
dinner party is a sharing of earnest and jest, of words and deeds; so, the diners must not be left to chance, but must
be such as are friends and intimates of one another who will enjoy being together.” [Ο]ὔτε γὰρ τὸ συμπλεῖν οὔτε τὸ
συνοικεῖν οὔτε τὸ συνδικάζειν μεθ᾿ ὧν οὐ βούλεταί τις οὕτως ἀηδὲς ὡς τὸ συνδειπνεῖν, καὶ τοὐναντίον ἡδύ·
κοινωνία γάρ ἐστι καὶ σπουδῆς καὶ παιδιᾶς καὶ λόγων καὶ πράξεων τὸ συμπόσιον. ὅθεν οὐ τοὺς τυχόντας ἀλλὰ
προσφιλεῖς εἶναι δεῖ καὶ συνήθεις ἀλλήλοις, ὡς ἡδέως συνεσομένους. Plutarch, Quaestiones Convivales, VII:708D
(Hoffleit, LCL). Cicero in Letter to Friends complains twice to Trebatius of a certain Octavius (or Cornelius) whom
he does not know but kept inviting him to dinner. “There is a certain friend of yours called Cn. Octavius (or is it Cn.
Cornelius?), ‘mother Earth’s son, a fine old family.’ Knowing me to be a friend of yours, he showers me with
invitations to dinner. So far he has not succeeded in getting me all the way, but I am obliged just the same.”
Cn. Octavius est (an Cn. Cornelius?) [Q]uidam, tuus familiaris, summo genere natus, terrae filius. is me, quia scit
tuum familiarem esse, crebro ad cenam invitat. adhuc non potuit perducere, sed mihi tamen gratum est. Cicero,
Letter to Friends, VII.9 (Bailey, LCL); “If I were by way of dining out, I should not have disappointed your friend
Cn. Octavius; though I did say to him after several invitations ‘Do please tell me, who are you?’ But really, in all
seriousness, he is a pretty fellow. A pity you did not take him with you!” Ego, si foris cenitarem, Cn. Octavio,
familiari tuo, non defuissem. cui tamen dixi, cum me aliquotiens invitaret, ‘oro te, quis tu es?’ sed mehercules, extra
iocum, homo bellus est; vellem eum tecum abduxisses. Cicero, Letter to Friends, VII.16 (Bailey, LCL) The fact that
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Since a banquet with total strangers was not desirable in the Graeco-Roman world, I
contend that the first core element of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition is that participants of a
banquet must involve at least of three people who have some kind of a prior relationship.
A Meal (and Drink)
The second property of the ICM of a Graeco-Roman meal tradition is the presence of
something to eat and imbibe. The food and drink appearing at every formal banquet in the
Graeco-Roman world depended upon the available food in each region, the possibility of import,
and ritual restrictions. It is significant to note that while wine is a significant part of the
symposion, I do not consider it to represent a core requirement of the ICM of the Graeco-Roman
meal banquet tradition.53 This is because there are groups in the Graeco-Roman world who held
banquets but did not drink wine.54 This may be for religious or economic reasons. Andrew
McGowan has provided evidence for some early Christians who celebrated their common meal
with water and not wine.55 While it is true that beer was not generally favored by those who
understood themselves to belong to the empire and to the Greek culture generally, it was still the
prevalent beverage in Egypt, since neither Egypt nor Mesopotamia exhibits the type of climate

dinners can also quickly degenerate into chaos could also be one of the reasons there is a premium on some sort of
prior bond.
53

Smith’s question, "Could there be a deipnon without a symposion?”—which he answers in the negative
because “Certainly it would be difficult to imagine a formal meal where there is no drinking of wine”—is valid as
long as it is applied to the symposion. I argue here that the symposion is a prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal
tradition. It does not, however, encompass this tradition. In fact, as I have argued here, there were deipna without the
consumption of wine. Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist, 31.
54

Philo, De Vita Contemplativa, 73–74 (Colson, LCL).

55
Andrew McGowan, Ascetic Eucharists: Food and Drink in Early Christian Ritual Meals (Oxford
Clarendon, 1999).
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necessary for large-scale wine production.56 There is, for instance, an account of the list of beer
supplied to Psoiphis son Onnophris, president of the association of priests, by the beer merchant
of Tebtynis.57 In another text of the association of salt merchants in the same city of Tebtynis, it
was agreed that members shall drink always on the 25th of each month a chous (approximately
3.25 liters) of beer.58 Furthermore, Fabian Reiter analyzes some ostraca beer receipts from
Tebtynis and argues that they provided evidence of beer consumption by associations in
Tebtynis.59 The consumption of beer (and not wine) by associations in the Graeco-Roman world
is a neglected topic in the scholarship on the Graeco-Roman meal tradition since most
discussions have been overshadowed by the consumption of wine.
The emphasis on wine (as in the symposion) means also that the importance of the food in
the Graeco-Roman meal tradition is largely neglected. Yet the employment of trained cooks at
some of these banquets is evidence that the food (and its preparation) at the formal dinners was
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McGowan, Ascetic Eucharists, 43. See also, Victor H. Matthews, “Treading the Wine Press: Actual and
Metaphorical Viticulture in Ancient Near East,” in Food and Drink in the Biblical Worlds, ed. Athalya Brenner and
Jan Willem van Henten, (Semeia 86; Atlanta: SBL Press, 1999), 19–32. Margen Broshi notes that while wine was
common in Syro-Palestine, beer was the staple intoxicating beverage in Mesopotamia and Egypt. The difference
between these two regions is such that if “Jesus had been born in Egypt rather than in Palestine, the Christian ritual
would use beer instead of wine [in the Sacrament of the Eucharist] to this very day.” See Margen Broshi, Bread,
Wine, Walls and Scrolls, JSPSup (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2001), 145. For an additional reference on beer,
see The Learned Banqueters where it was noted that poorer people drank wheat-beer with honey added, or in most
cases without it; they refer to this as korma [κόρμα]. Cf. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, IV.152C (Olson,
LCL).
57

P. Mich. V 332b [GRA III: 220].
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P. Mich. V 245:35 [GRA III:219]. See also, P. CairDem 30606; AGRW 299.

59

Fabian Reiter, “Symposia in Tebtynis – Zu den griechischen Ostraka aus den neuen Grabungen,” in Tebtynis: Tebtynis und Soknopaiu Nesos. Leben im römerzeitlichen Fajum: Akten des Internationalen Symposions vom
11. bis 13. Dezember 2003 in Sommerhausen bei Würzburg, ed. Sandra L. Lippert e della Maren Schentuleit
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2005), 131–40; GRA III: 221.
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of great importance.60 The symposion is incomprehensible without the eating which precedes it.61
It is important to emphasize this property of the ICM because, first, it acknowledges that the
texts we have do value the consumption of food more than would be suggested by the
commentary on these texts. Second, it also recognizes the fact that there were dinners that did not
entail the consumption of wine as appears to be central to the popular symposia. Wineless
dinners need to be recognized as a part of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
The Intentionality of Having a Meaningful Conversation
Conversation was sustained and provided some form of entertainment during meals. This
property of the ICM was expressed in a variety of ways over the course of time. The form of
conversations that dominated the archaic era (i.e., skolia) greatly differed from that of the classic
era (i.e., philosophical discussions). In some other cases, it was the religious configuration of the
association that determined the nature of the conversation. Conversations were either moralizing,
dogmatic, philosophical, or didactic. Even games such as the solving of riddles and skolia should
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Becker, Charicles, 89. Cleidemus in The Learned Banqueters notes that there was a guild of cooks who
held even public office. Cf. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XIV.660E
61

Smith’s question “Could there be a symposium without a deipnon?” was one he leaves unanswered, but
the direction of his argument is in the affirmative since, according to him, “Indeed, the symposium became
identified virtually as an institution in its own right, so that in much of the literature, it is the only part of the meal
that is remarked upon” (Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist, 31). Smith’s argument overlooked numerous
occasions in the major symposia in which there are indications that the symposion always took place after dinner.
The evidence for the deipnon is always there, buried in the text but still visible. In The Learned Banqueters, there
was an extended conversation on what it means to have finished the dinner (δεδείπναμεν) [δειπνέω]) before the topic
of wine was introduced. See Athenaeus’ The Learned Banqueters, X.422E–423A (Olson, LCL) In Plato’s
Symposium, we read: “After this, it seems when Socrates had taken his place and had dined with the rest
(δειπνήσαντος καὶ τῶν ἄλλων), they made libation.” See Plato, Symposium, 176A (Lamb, LCL) In Plutarch’s The
Dinner of the Seven Wise Men, the libation was after “the table has been cleared.” See Plutarch, The Dinner of the
Seven Wise Men, 150E ((Babbitt, LCL). In Xenophon’s Symposium, the libation was after the table has been cleared
(Ὡς δ᾿ ἀφῃρέθησαν αἱ τράπεζαι). See Xenophon, Symposium, 2 (Todd, revised by Henderson, LCL). See also
Lucian, The Carousal (Symposium), 11 (Harmon, LCL). For the Christ group in Corinth, the drinking took place
after the supper: [Ὡ]σαύτως καὶ τὸ ποτήριον μετὰ τὸ δειπνῆσαι λέγων. See 1 Corinthians 11:25. Therefore, the
literary evidence supports the argument that there is no symposium without a deipnon.
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be considered as a form of conversation since they were accompanied by some form of tabletalk.62
In the case of riddles, they were propounded to the guests in succession. Those who
solved these riddles would win a round of applause, a crown, or kisses, and those who failed
would have to drink their wine neat, mixed with brine, or drain their cups without taking a
breath.63 The skolia was another game that sustained conversations at meals. It was a form of
singing which required everyone to know the lyrics of the poems.64 The earliest instance of the
term is found in Pindar.65 In essence, skolia is a game of “capping verses.”66 François
Lissarrague notes that the “poem circulates among the guests in a relay, as they pass the lyre
from hand to hand. But each one has enough poetic expertise to take up a familiar theme, recite a
classic passage, or improvise for the occasion.”67 Plutarch describes skolia thus:
As for the scolia, some say that they do not belong to a type of obscurely
constructed songs, but that first the guests would sing the god’s song together, all
raising their hymn with one voice, and next when to each in turn was given the
myrtle spray (which they called aisakos, I think, because the man to receive it
sings) and too the lyre was passed around, the guest who could play the
instrument would take it and tune it and sing, while the unmusical would refuse,
and thus the scolium owes its name to the fact that it is not sung by all and is not
easy. But others say that the myrtle spray did not proceed from each guest to his
neighbour in orderly sequence, but was passed across from couch to couch each
time, that the first man to sing sent it over to the first man on the second couch,
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, X.457E–459C (Olson, LCL).
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Alan Cameron, Callimachus and His Critics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 80.
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Lynch, “Drinking and Dining,” 531.
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Pindar, For Xenophon of Corinth, fr. 122.13–15. (Race, LCL). See also, Derek Collins, Master of the
Genre: Competition and Performance in Greek Poetry (Washington, D.C.: Center for Hellenic Studies, 2004), 84.
66

Collins, Master of the Genre, 85.

67
François Lissarrague, The Aesthetics of the Greek Banquet: Images of Wine and Ritual (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1990), 129.
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and the latter to the first man on the third couch, then the second man to the
second on the neighbouring couch, and so on; so, they say, it seems the song was
named scolium because of the intricate and twisted character of its path.68
Another game of prominence at formal banquets was the kottabos.69 Of all the games at
the symposion, the kottabos takes place of pride. Kottabos entailed “the art of flicking drops of
wine at a target such as a metal pan, so as to make it fall off its stand.”70 Reputed to be of a
Sicilian origin, it became so a popular a game that prizes known as kottabeia were devoted to it
and bowls known as kottabides were constructed specially for the game.71
Within Plato and Xenophon’s Symposia and Plutarch’s Quaestiones Convivales, a
thematic conversation known as logos sympotikos dominated the meal. The logos sympotikos

68

“Ἐπεί τοι καὶ τὰ σκόλιά φασιν οὐ γένος ᾀσμάτων εἶναι πεποιημένων ἀσαφῶς, ἀλλ᾿ ὅτι πρῶτον μὲν ᾖδον
ᾠδὴν τοῦ θεοῦ κοινῶς ἅπαντες μιᾷ φωνῇ παιανίζοντες, δεύτερον δ᾿ ἐφεξῆς ἑκάστῳ μυρσίνης παραδιδομένης, ἣν
αἴσακον οἶμαι διὰ τὸ ᾄδειν τὸν δεξάμενον ἐκάλουν, ἐπὶ δὲ τούτῳ λύρας περιφερομένης ὁ μὲν πεπαιδευμένος
ἐλάμβανε καὶ ᾖδεν ἁρμοζόμενος, τῶν δ᾿ ἀμούσων οὐ προσιεμένων σκολιὸν ὠνομάσθη τὸ μὴ κοινὸν αὐτοῦ μηδὲ
ῥᾴδιον. ἄλλοι δέ φασι τὴν μυρσίνην οὐ καθεξῆς βαδίζειν, ἀλλὰ καθ᾿ ἕκαστον ἀπὸ κλίνης ἐπὶ Cκλίνην διαφέρεσθαι·
τὸν γὰρ πρῶτον ᾄσαντα τῷ πρώτῳ τῆς δευτέρας κλίνης ἀποστέλλειν, ἐκεῖνον δὲ τῷ πρώτῳ τῆς τρίτης, εἶτα τὸν
δεύτερον ὁμοίως τῷ δευτέρῳ, καὶ τὸ ποικίλον καὶ πολυκαμπὲς ὡς ἔοικε τῆς περιόδου σκολιὸν ὠνομάσθη.” Plutarch,
Quaestiones Convivales, I:615B–C (Clement, LCL). See Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XV.694A–695A for
three ways the skolia can be performed, i.e.: “The first was the type that everyone customarily sang; the second was
the type that everyone sang, not (in a group), however, but in rotation, one after another; and the third type came
after all the others, and not everyone participated at this point, but only those regarded as intelligent, regardless of
where they happened to be sitting.” [Ὡ]ν τὸ μὲν πρῶτον ἦν ὃ δὴ πάντας ᾄδειν νόμος ἦν, τὸ δὲ δεύτερον ὃ δὴ πάντες
μὲν ᾖδον, οὐ μὴν bἀλλά γε κατά τινα περίοδον ἐξ ὑποδοχῆς, <τὸ> τρίτον δὲ καὶ τὴν ἐπὶ πᾶσι τάξιν ἔχον, οὗ μετεῖχον
οὐκέτι πάντες, ἀλλ᾿ οἱ συνετοὶ δοκοῦντες εἶναι μόνοι, καὶ κατὰ τόπον τινὰ εἰ τύχοιεν ὄντες· διόπερ ὡς ἀταξίαν τινὰ
μόνον παρὰ τἄλλα ἔχον τὸ μήθ᾿ ἅμα μήθ᾿ ἑξῆς γινόμενον, ἀλλ᾿ ὅπου ἔτυχον εἶναι σκόλιον ἐκλήθη. Collins argues
that skolion can be divided into three categories to which he adds a fourth. The first three categories are: (1) Lyric
compositions from Terpander, Sappho, Alcaeus, Pindar, and Anacreon; (2) short compositions containing Aeolic
meters and (3) subject-based lyric compositions. To these categories, Collins adds the category of improvised, offthe-cuff or adapted poetry. See Collins, Master of the Genre, 91–93. See also, Aristophanes, Wasps 1219–249
(Henderson, LCL). We also have representations of the skolia on the vases. Cf. François Lissarrague, The Aesthetics
of the Greek Banquet, 123–139; Lynch, “Drinking and Dining,” 531.
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, X.457 (Olson, LCL); see also, Lissarrague, The Aesthetics of the
Greek Banquet, 68–86.
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Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,” 518. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XV.665–68 (Olson,
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, X.427D; XI 479D–E; XV.665D (Olson, LCL).
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developed rules for an elaborate system of communication which shows very distinctive modes
of statement and response.72 According to Tecuşan, “a good symposion should consist in each
person making individual speeches in turn.”73 This discursive style reached its most expansive
form with Athenaeus’ The Learned Banqueters. Among the philosophers, some form of
philosophical conversations took place; and among the politicians, some political talk.74 Apart
from this, it has been suggested that some of the lyric poetry came from sympotic performances,
or at least, they were performed at symposia.75 All these forms of conversation which were all in
the mode of speaking in turn all fall under the logos sympotikos.76
In the Hellenistic era the proliferation of cults also brought an increase in the appearance
of religious conversation—different from logos sympotikos— during meal. Judaism and various
other cults of the Hellenistic period held dinners with extended religious conversations. The
72

Ezio Pellizer, “Outlines of a Morphology of Sympotic Entertainment,” in Sympotica: A Symposium on
the Symposion ed. Oswyn Murray (Oxford: Clarendon: 1990), 177–84, here 179.
73

Manuela Tecuşan, “Logos Sympotikos,” 242.
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters (Olson, LCL); Lucian The Carousal (Symposium) or The Lapiths
(Harmon, LCL).
75

Oswyn Murray, “The Odyssey as Performance Poetry,” in The Symposion: Drinking Greek Style. Essays
on Greek Pleasure 1983–2017, ed. Vanessa Cazzato and Michael Gabriel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018),
91–104; idem, “Symposium and Genre in the Poetry of Horace,” in The Symposion: Drinking Greek Style, 313–30.
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Pellizer, “Outlines of a Morphology,” 179. On the topic of conversations at symposia, Plutarch writes,
“So it is with the conversation; some topics are accepted by the average run of men as the proper business of
drinking-parties, while other topics are entertained because they possess an attractive theme more suitable to the
moment than pipe and lyre. Examples of these were mixed together in my first book. To the first category belong the
conversation on philosophical talk at drinking-parties, that on the subject whether the host himself assigns places or
allows the guests to take their own, and such matters to the second category belong the conversation on the poetical
disposition of lovers and the one concerned with the phyle Aiantis. The first group indeed I also call specifically
drinking-party topics, but both together generally suitable table-talk.” (οὕτω δὴ καὶ τῶν λόγων τοὺς μὲν ἐπὶ χρείᾳ τῇ
περὶ τὰ συμπόσια παραλαμβάνουσιν οἱ μέτριοι, τοὺς δ᾿ ἄλλους δέχονται θεωρίαν πιθανὴν καὶ τῷ καιρῷ μᾶλλον
αὐλοῦ καὶ βαρβίτου πρέπουσαν ἔχοντας. ὧν καὶ τὸ πρῶτον ἡμῖν βιβλίον εἶχε μεμιγμένα δείγματα, τοῦ μὲν προτέρου
γένους τὸ περὶ τοῦ φιλοσοφεῖν παρὰ πότον καὶ περὶ τοῦ διανέμειν αὐτὸν ἢ τοῖς δειπνοῦσιν ἐφιέναι τὰς κλίσεις καὶ
τὰ τοιαῦτα· τοῦ δὲ δευτέρου περὶ τοῦ τοὺς ἐρῶντας ποιητικοὺς εἶναι καὶ περὶ τῆς Αἰαντίδος φυλῆς. ὧν τὰ μὲν καλῶ
δῆτα καὶ αὐτὸς ἰδίᾳ συμποτικά· τὰ δὲ συναμφότερα κοινῶς συμποσιακά). Plutarch, Quaestiones Convivales,
II:629D (Clement, LCL)
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Therapeutae, the sectarians of the Dead Sea Scrolls, early Christ groups, and other cults held
conversations that reflected the particular identity of their groupings. For instance, the sectarians
of the Dead Sea Scrolls focused upon the study of the Torah as did many other Jewish groups of
this timeframe with each group framing its identity according to its interpretation of these texts.77
The early Christ groups explored the reading of the Scriptures and writings by their foremost
leaders like the apostles.78 Similarly, among Bacchic associations it was one of the duties of the
priest to give a theologia which was a theological discourse on the god.79 For some of these
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The evidence that the Torah has a pride of place for sectarians of the Dead Sea Scrolls can be found in
1QS 5:1–2, 8–9; 6:6–7. The Torah also has a significant place at the Jewish Passover with the Passover Haggadah
infused with reference to the Torah. See m. Pesaḥ. 10:1–9; Philo, On the Special Laws, II:145–149 (Colson, LCL).
On the idea of what the Torah might possibly mean in texts of the Hellenistic era, see Shayna Sheinfeld, in “From
Nomos to Logos: Torah in First-Century Jewish Texts,” in The Message of Paul the Apostle with Second Temple
Judaism, ed. František Ábel (Lanham: Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 2019), 61–74.
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See Acts 2:42–47; 1 Corinthians 11:17–34; Justin the Martyr calls these texts, “memoirs of the apostles
or the writings of the prophets.” See Justin the Martyr, First Apology LXVI–LXVII esp. LXVII. Valeriy Alikin’s
position on the discursive role of reading texts at the gatherings of early Christ groups is relevant in this regard. See
Valeriy Alikin, “The Reading of Texts at the Graeco-Roman Symposium and in the Christian Gathering,” in
Symposion and Philanthropia in Plutarch, ed. José Ribeiro Ferreira, Delfim Leão, Manuel Tröster and Paula Barata
Días (Coimbra: Centro de Estudos Clássicos e Humanísticos da Universidade de Coimbra, 2009), 103–12.
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Walter Burkert observes that “in general, each divinity of a mystery cult has a special myth to which he
or she is intimately bound. Usually, the general outlines are well known; some details though, are said to be ‘sacred,’
and are allegedly kept secret… thus in general and in detail, in correspondence and opposition, myth provided a
framework for verbalizing more or less important aspects of the mysteries. This is ‘speaking about god’ theologia,
yet it remains experimental, allusive, and incidental—far from systematic theology.” Walter Burkert, Ancient
Mysteries (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987), 73, 78. See also, IG II2 1368.115, and ISmyrna 653, 654
which both record honors being accorded to two female theologians. ISmyrna 500 records a theologian who was
also a singer. For similar references to theologians, see IEph 47, 645, 1023, 3015, 3074. Philip A. Harland describes
these theologians as “functionaries who composed or performed discourses, stories, poems about the gods.” Our
sources mainly speak about men but there are at least two instances of women cited earlier (ISmyrna 653, 654). See
Philip A. Harland in GRA II 138. Relatedly, Jason König’s evaluation of Jesus’ discourse style at a meal in Luke
12:1–14 is valid only if every meal is considered to be a replica of the symposion. He writes that “the miraculous,
unspoken response Jesus gives to his own question is entirely alien to Greco-Roman sympotic traditions of rational
talk. And the attitude of the Pharisees is itself a travesty of ideal sympotic behavior; they are watching him not out
of admiration, as Plutarch’s dinner guests watch their elders, but in a spirit of hostility, desperate for him to
incriminate himself. Admittedly, the classical symposium had always been a place for scrutiny of one’s fellow
diners, a place where the symposiast’s true nature was revealed, a place where a chance slip could lead to
embarrassment.” See König, Saints and Symposiasts,133. As I will argue in the following pages, while the
symposion is the prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, any dissimilarity from it should not make a meal
less Graeco-Roman. The first yardstick should be the ICM presented here. If there are deviations from the prototype,
the meal itself becomes an instantiation of the prototype.
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associations, such conversations were regarded as sacred and were not to be revealed to the
uninitiated.80 Among theologiae should be considered the Passover Haggadah, and the ‘words of
Institution of the Eucharist.’81 Usually, these conversations coincided with the drinking of some
beverage after dinner (symposion). However, in Judaism and early Christianity this combination
of wine drinking and extended conversation after dinner was not necessarily the case.82 The
significance of these conversations at these meal settings is that they are the windows through
which we can discern the identity of the group meeting for a meal. Hence, these conversations
were group-defining.83
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In all, the Graeco-Roman meal tradition entailed the remarkable intentionality of having
a meaningful conversation.84 It is this conversational dimension that sealed the perennial cultural
significance of this meal tradition. It was this property that revealed to later generations these
cultures, their identities, their education, their politics, their histories, their myths, their legends,
their wars, and the identities of the other cultures with which they interacted.85 For the Jews,
conversations at meals—especially at the Passover—helped sustain their Jewish identity. The
meal became for the Jews a place to perform the communal memory of their people. For the
early Christ groups, and in latter expressions of Christianity, conversations about the common
meal and discourses around it shaped their understanding of themselves through the ages.86 For
this reason—of conversation at meals having a group defining characteristic—I argue that this
discursive property completes the definition of the ICM of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
To conclude this section, I would like to restate that these three properties of the ICM of
the Graeco-Roman meal tradition discussed here are intrinsically related. They are, together, not
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concept of space (oikos versus ekklesia) in Corinth and concludes that “[I]t is clear that Paul’s wish is to differentiate
between commensality in church and at home.” See Stephen C. Barton, “Paul’s Sense of Place: An Anthropological
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singly, indispensable for the Graeco-Roman banquet to qualify as part of the Graeco-Roman
meal tradition. A point that is also worth repeating here is that a Graeco-Roman banquet may
contain differences from the symposion (prototype) and still qualify as a member of this meal
tradition, provided it did not deviate from the ICM.87 The symposion is the best example but not
the only example of this tradition’s ICM. Various examples of meals in the Graeco-Roman world
should invite us to distinguish between differing practices which co-exist and often coalesce and
together will help us understand this tradition in its rich diversity.88
The next step now is to argue for the symposion as the prototype, that is, the best example
of this meal tradition. The relationship between the ICM—the basic idea of a meal (banquet) that
exists in the Graeco-Roman world—and the symposion as the prototype of that basic idea is best
captured by the reasoning of Robert Williamson, that within a culture where the idealized
cognitive model of a bird is a small, winged creature that flies and sings, a robin or sparrow will
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pays attention to the different meal patterns that co-exist in the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, of which the
symposion is the prototype and is at the core of my argument.
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seem like a prototypical bird. However, within a culture in which a winged animal neither flies
nor sings, the idealized model of a bird would much more closely resemble a penguin!89
I have chosen the symposion as the prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition
following the methodology of selecting a prototype outlined by Eleanor Rosch. Rosch argues
that to be most representative of, or informative about, items in the category, the best examples
of the category should be items that are most like other category members. This means the
prototype example occupies the most central position of a category. It is therefore not a question
of frequency but one of an internal structure, since members of a set of patterns resemble one
another because they are variants of the same prototype.90 It is worth repeating here that my idea
of the symposion as the prototype is the symposion as a cultural institution that was well known
in the Graeco-Roman world. It is a singular institution in the way an institution that has multiple
manifestations can be singular with some notable and identifiable characteristics.
The Symposion as the Prototype of the Graeco-Roman Meal Tradition’s ICM
Of all the possible expressions of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, the symposion is arguably
the most popular, and the most discussed. The symposion is on the brushes of all the painters, on
the lips of poets—so they say.91 In its strict etymological sense, symposion denoted the time after
the meal when communal drinking took place.92 It was the invitation to drink that forms the basic
building-block of the sympotic interaction, the irreducible element of the symposion.93 However,
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this term assumed a broader significance in the Graeco-Roman world, thanks to the Symposia of
Plato and Xenophon, where it came to refer to a distinctive style of philosophical conversation.94
Before Plato and Xenophon, however, the symposion had started to gain notoriety as a social
expression of an aspect of the Greek meal culture. The Greeks recognized a “more or less clear
distinction between aspects of commensality, eating and drinking, and seem to have privileged
the second, the consumption of alcohol, above the first.”95 Murray notes:
It is rather the consumption of wine at the symposion after the deipnon that
became the focus of elaborate ritualization, concerning the obligatory mixing of
wine with water, the objects for use at the symposion the serving of the drink, the
order and character of singing or speaking, and the entertainments evolved.96
Literary and artistic evidence from the Graeco-Roman world show that the symposion
was a stable, if fluid and malleable space, in which individuals could talk about or construct
themselves and the world around them.97 In scholarship, the symposion has become a major
social institution through which the Graeco-Roman world can be comprehended. So, we have
here two realities, the cultural institution of the symposion and the literary genre which is the
symposium and its understanding by later scholars.98 The cultural institution of the symposion
covers literary evidence, architectural footprints, and artistic representations. It is a place where
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the social and literary practices intersect.99 Similarly, Relihan defines the literary symposium as a
“dialogue that takes place at some time in the course of that ancient ritual of dining, drinking,
and conversation.”100
According to Murray, historically, the symposion “seems to have originated in the
seventh century, during the orientalizing period of Greek culture and under eastern
influences.”101 The earliest evidence of a drinking culture (or a drinking “club”) in extant
literature coalesces around the word marzēaḥ, which appears in Near Eastern texts from the third
millennium BCE to the sixth century CE.102 According to Marvin Pope,
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Considerable data on the marzēaḥ comes from Palmyra when we have dedicatory
inscriptions by principals in such affairs and numerous tessarae decorated with a
banquet scene and bearing an inscription mentioning a marzēaḥ. The participants
were termed “members [lit. sons] of the marzēaḥ,” bny-mrzḥʾ, and a specific deity
was usually designated, for example, bny mrzḥ Nbw, “members of the marzēaḥ of
Nabu.” The most popular marzēaḥ at Palmyra was apparently that of Bel (Baal),
to judge from the numerous tessarae which mention “the priests of Bel.” Each
marzēaḥ had a chief, rb mrzḥʾ, who served for an unspecified term, although one
inscription erected “on the occasion of the leadership of the marzēaḥ (of/by)
Yarḥai Agrippa” indicates that he served for a whole year and provided the priests
with old wine for a whole year.103
In these texts, the marzēaḥ is related to an association of men and a meeting-place, or the
feast itself.104 Pope further notes that, “from the various strands of evidence, we gather that the
marzēaḥ was a religious institution which included families and owned houses for meetings and
vineyards for supply of wine, that the groups met periodically to celebrate seven-day feasts with
rich food and drink and sometimes with sexual orgies.”105 In majority of the texts from Ugarit,
marzēaḥ seems to refer to an organization of some kind.106 This marzēaḥ organization has
property including vineyards, fields, storerooms, and there is always a house called bêt
marzēaḥ.107 This bêt marzēaḥ occurs in almost every text and seems to be the meeting-place for
the organization. It was presumably owned by the organization or maybe loaned and paid for out
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of membership dues.108 Murray, in making use of the studies by John L. McLaughlin, defines the
marzēaḥ as “as a stable group capable of owning property, with a rich or upper-class
membership and a varied religious connection, centered on the consumption of alcohol.”109
A major debate in scholarship on marzēaḥ has been on its relationship with funerary
cults.110 Pope argues that, “the connection between the marzēaḥ and the funeral feast, attested in
both biblical and rabbinic references, is confirmed by Ugarit data.”111 He further observes that,
“funeral feasts in the ancient Near East were love feasts celebrated with wine, women, and
song.”112 Theodore J. Lewis agrees with Pope that Jeremiah 16:5 contains the strongest evidence
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for the marzēaḥ as a funerary banquet as the context is undeniably one of mourning and
bereavement over the dead.”113 However, Lewis disagrees with Pope that Amos 6:7 contains a
reference to a funerary cult as the marzēaḥ in Amos 6:7 reflects a luxurious banquet with no hint
of funerary imagery.114 Lewis therefore concludes that “the biblical evidence further confirms
our conclusions about the marzēaḥ at Ugarit. The common denominator between the marzēaḥ in
Amos and Jeremiah is once again not its funerary characteristics, but its association with
drinking.”115
Either as a funerary banquet or as a club banquet, scholars believe that there is a plausible
link between marzēaḥ and the Graeco-Roman banquet. Pope writes, “whatever the etymology, it
is apparent that the marziḥ designated a bacchanalian celebration roughly synonymous with the
Greek thiasos and symposion.”116 The link between that marzēaḥ and the symposion is further
buttressed by the fact that “in the Greek of some of the bilingual inscriptions from Palmyra, the
leader of the marzēaḥ is called the symposiarch and we know something of the Greek symposia
and the role of the symposiarch as king of the feast.”117 We can therefore, “assume at least rough
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similarities between the marzēaḥ and the symposia.”118 What is interesting, in this regard, is that
the Septuagint translates the word marzēaḥ with the Greek thiasos (Jer 16:5–9), which is one of
the words used for some Graeco-Roman unofficial associations that placed high a premium on
the cultural symposion.119 Murray however cautions that while this suggests the possibility of a
relationship between social practices such as the marzēaḥ and the Greek symposion, more needs
to be done in this regard to place their relationship on a firmer grounding.120
The analysis of the marzēaḥ shows that a drinking club or event as an institution was not
an invention of the Greeks or Romans. In this case, the Greeks seem to have been influenced by
the East. However, whatever the influence the Eastern culture of drinking had on the Greek was
surpassed by what the Greeks made of the culture of drinking as they transformed drinking after
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instance of this is when he writes that, “The tracing of connections of the Marzeah with the central Christian rite, the
Eucharist as communion sacrifice and memorial will require special scholarly sensitivity and daring.” See Pope,
“The Cult of the Dead at Ugarit,” 179. Given that there is little textual or material evidence of the link between the
marzēaḥ and the Lord’s Supper in Corinth, —in addition to the time difference—I do not see any link between these
two festal gatherings.
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a meal to the stable institution of the symposion. Murray has a list of the more significant aspects
of the Greek symposion. These include:
a. It is an all-male gathering
b. Its members are aristocratic or of high social ties
c. The principle of equality between participants is observed
d. The emphasis is on drinking rather than eating, though both occur
e. Normally the property relationship enters only in terms of each member contributing equally
from his private property to the common table.121
In addition to the aspects of the Greek symposion listed above, a Greek influence on other
cultures with regard to the drinking wine is the mixing of wine with water, normally diluting it
by at least a half. It was considered barbarian to drink wine neat, thereby infringing on the
prerogatives of the gods.122 It was a peculiar custom of the Greeks, not shared by other ancient
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Murray, “Symposion and Männerbund,” 28. On the symposion being limited to men alone among the
Greeks, the Attic Orator Isaeus tells a jury that, “Yet no one, I presume, would dare to serenade a married woman,
nor do married women accompany their husbands to banquets or think of feasting in the company of strangers,
especially mere chance comers.” καίτοι οὐ δή πού γε ἐπὶ γαμετὰς γυναῖκας οὐδεὶς ἂν κωμάζειν τολμήσειεν· οὐδὲ αἱ
γαμεταὶ γυναῖκες ἔρχονται μετὰ τῶν ἀνδρῶν ἐπὶ τὰ δεῖπνα, οὐδὲ συνδειπνεῖν ἀξιοῦσι μετὰ τῶν ἀλλοτρίων, καὶ
ταῦτα μετὰ τῶν ἐπιτυχόντων. Isaeus, On the Estate of Pyrrhus, 3.14 (Forster, LCL). Perhaps the most significant
marker of the male-orientation of the Greek symposion is the name given to the space for the symposion, which is
andron, and this simply translates as “men’s room.” See, Plutarch, The Dinner of the Seven Wise Men, 148D
(Babbitt, LCL); Murray, “Sympotic History,” 6; Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” 82–89; Lee, The Lord’s
Supper in Corinth, 9. David E. Aune argues that while women were not excluded from state cults, the inclusion of
women in religious societies (notably religious symposia) constituted a considerable innovation. See Aune,
“Septem Sapientium Convivium (Moralia 146B–164D),” 72. For a more nuanced position on the absence of women
at Greek symposia, see Joan Burton, “Women’s Commensality in the Ancient Greek World,” GR 45 (1988): 143–
65. Burton gives an excellent survey on women’s presence at the symposia, women holding their own symposia in
addition to women being depicted on Greek vases. Burton’s paper indicates that the absence of women at the Greek
symposion may have become a cliché that could benefit from a closer analysis since the evidence is more varied than
acknowledged. See also, Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” 81. Maren Wecowski defines symposion as “a
strictly egalitarian gathering, as a nocturnal wine party attended by male aristocrats, as a drinking occasion strictly
separated from feasting that involved more solid food, and as a party full of musical and poetic entertainment”
(Wecowski, “When Did the Symposion Die?” 257).
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Murray, “Sympotic History,” 6. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, II.36C–39B, X.426D–430F
(Olson, LCL); Becker, Charicles, 96. According to Murray, “Unmixed wine was reserved for the gods and heroes;
among mortals it was regarded as a sign of barbarian uncouthness and likely to lead to madness” (Murray, “The
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wine-drinking cultures, to add water to wine.123 In this regard, one of the most essential items at
a Greek symposion was the “mixing bowl” for water and wine called the krater.124 Indeed, one of
the most important persons at the symposion is the symposiarch, one of whose main
responsibilities is related to the mixing of water and wine.125
The symposion practiced in Rome—called convivium— was largely based on the Greek
model. According to Murray, the characteristics of the Roman symposion are:
a. The Roman feasting group is characteristically a mixed one
b. The principle of equality between participants is seldom observed
c. The emphasis is on the eating more than the drinking
d. The entertainment is often given by one man for his retainers.126

Culture of the Symposion,” 515). See Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, X.434B, where Alexander drank
unmixed wine and it led to his death. However, neat wine is permitted as part of a toast in a ritual connected to
homosexual pairing between the ἐραστής (lover) and the ἐρώμενος (beloved). For this, see Murray, “The Culture of
the Symposion,” 515.
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Davidson, Courtesans and Fishcakes, 46. Davidson notes that the anxiety about wine—which in turn led
to the mixing—is a well-founded anxiety given the fact that wine was classical antiquity’s only mind-altering
substance. Given this anxiety, it is not a surprise that the best-known story about the invention was cast in negative
terms. Narrating this tale Hanneke Wilson writes, “Dionysus discloses the secret of winemaking to the peasant
Icarius and his daughter Erigone, with whom he has lodged as a guest, in return for their hospitality. Obedient to
Dionysus’ command to teach the art to others, Icarius shares his wine with a group of shepherds. They enjoy this
new drink at first, but as they get drunk, they begun to think that Icarius has poisoned them. Eventually, they set
upon him and club him to death. When his faithful dog Moera has led his daughter to the place where he lies buried,
Erigone hangs herself in despair. However, after death they are all given their due rewards: Icarius becomes the star
Boötes; his daughter the constellation Virgo, and Moera becomes Canis, the Dog Star.” (Hanneke Wilson, Wine and
Words in Classical Antiquity and the Middle Ages [London: Duckworth, 2003], 29–30).
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Lynch, “Drinking and Dining,” 537. The Eurytos krater—made in Corinth— provides the earliest
depiction of drinkers reclining. Lissarrague, in his work, The Aesthetics of the Greek Banquet, traces the
etymological origin of the krater. Wine in its pure essence is called akratos, unmixed. Pure wine is therefore defined
in Greek by a negative term formed from the alpha-privative and the word kratos, hence the name for the mixing
bowl, krater. Modern Greek calls wine krasi. See Lissarrague, The Aesthetics of the Greek Banquet, 6.
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Soham Al-Suadi, “Dining Social Alternatives: Paul’s Dealing with the Emotional Diversity of the
Hellenistic Meal,” in Judaism and Emotion: Texts, Performance, Experience, ed. Sarah Ross (New York: Peter
Lang, 2013), 21–42, esp. 33–34; Davidson, Courtesans and Fishcakes, 46.
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For the sake of convenience in reference, I will refer to the Roman convivium also as a symposion. See,
Murray, “Symposion and Männerbund,” 29; Lee, The Lord’s Supper in Corinth, 10. That the Romans allowed
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The differences between the Greek and Roman drinking styles cannot be overemphasized. This
is perhaps captured best by Cicero, who, while encouraging his friend Papirius to take to more
conviviality, writes:
In this respect our countrymen are wiser than the Greeks. They use words
meaning literally ‘co-drinkings’ or ‘co-dinings,’ but we say ‘co-livings,’ because
at dinner parties more than anywhere else life is lived in company. You see how I
try to bring you back to dinners by philosophizing!127
Encounters between Greeks and Romans sometimes meant that the style of drinking had
to be well defined before drinking started to avoid friction. Evidence for such an effort to avoid
frictions comes from the end of the second century, during a banquet held in a gymnasium by
one Kritalaos. After the listing of the arrangements for the Greeks at the event, it specified that
the Romans and their sons recline separately κατὰ ἐννέα (groups of nine) which is the traditional
Roman triclinium format. Dunbabin notes “It is striking both that there are enough Romans

women at their ‘symposion’ is well attested in our sources, literary and artistic. Fisher argues that the Romans shared
this practice with the Etruscans, who also allowed their wives to attend their dinner parties. Also, “archeological
evidence of the seventh century in Rome suggests that from the time that wine and viticulture were imported into
Latium (traditionally associated with Numa Pompilius, 714 B.C.) aristocratic women could be buried with wine
amphorae and cups.” On this, see Nicholas R.E. Fisher, “Roman Associations, Dinner Parties, and Clubs,”
in Civilization of the Ancient Mediterranean: Greece and Rome, vol. 2, 1199–225, here 1202; Lee, The Lord’s
Supper in Corinth, 10. Fisher questions Athenaeus’ references in The Learned Banqueters, X.429B and 440E about
Roman women being subjected to the kiss test—meaning they could not attend the symposion—as a reconstruction
or at least problematic (Fisher, “Roman Associations, Dinner Parties, and Clubs,” 1202). The Attic Nights of Aulus
Gellius mentions the ‘kiss’ test but suggests that “women were accustomed to drink the second brewing, raisin wine,
spiced wine and other sweet-tasting drinks of that kind.” (Bibere autem solitas ferunt loream, passum, murrinam et
quae id genus sapiant potu dulcia). Gellius. Attic Nights, X. XXIII.2–3 (Rolfe, LCL). While there might have been
attempts to restrict women drinking in the Roman world and their presence at the dinner parties, literary and
archeological evidence suggest that they did drink at dinner parties, and mostly wine. See also IG II2 1297; IG II2
2354; IG II2 1292 where women were listed as members of thiasotai. The situation in Graeco-Roman Egypt is
varied. We have dinner invitations by both men (P. Oxy. 1755) and women (P. Oxy. XII 1579; P. Coll. Youtie). See
Youssri Ezzat Hussein Abdelwahed, Houses in Graeco-Roman Egypt: Arenas for Ritual Activity (Oxford:
Archaeopress, 2016); S. R. Llewelyn “Invitations to a Wedding,” NewDocs 9.63–64. Cicero in a letter to his friend
Papirius writes about a certain lady, Cytheris, lying down next to Eutrapelus. See Cicero, Letters to Friends, IX.26
(Bailey, LCL).
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“[Q]ui est in conviviis dulcissimus, ut sapientius nostri quam Graeci; illi ‘συμπόσια’ aut ‘σύνδειπνα,’
id est compotationes aut concenationes, nos ‘convivia,’ quod tum maxime simul vivitur. vides ut te philosophando
revocare coner ad cenas.” Cicero, Letters to Friends (To Papirius Paetus), IX.24.3 (Bailey, LCL).

136
(presumably merchants) expected to be present to justify special arrangements, and that there is a
consciousness that they should not be expected to recline in the same manner as the rest of the
populace.”128
Yet it did not end well for the Greek man from Lampsacus called Philodamus. This story
narrated by Cicero captures the tragic incident that led to the death of Philodamus and his son.
Rubrius, a Roman and a friend of Verres, had connived to get a look at the daughter of
Philodamus, whom Verres secretly lusted after. A dinner invitation was contrived. When the
dinner party started and conversation began, it was agreed that they should drink in the Greek
fashion.129 As the dinner progressed, true to his aim, Rubrius (Verres’s helper and confidant in
matters of this kind, according to Cicero) asked Philodamus to tell his daughter to come and see
them.130 Philodamus’ initial reply was an astonishing silence. Yet Rubrius persisted. Finally,
Philodamus replies that “it is not the custom of the Greeks that women should recline at the
convivium of men.131 Thereafter, a fight ensued, and one of the Romans at the dinner party was
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Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” 92. See SEG 30.1084; IG XII, 7.57. According to Michele
George, [W]e should expect to find difference in the Roman dinner party, or the Greek symposion, between large
metropolis, like Alexandria, Antioch or Ephesos, and small towns or villages. There were probably differences of
rank and attitude as well between, on the one hand the local elite who sought with care to imitate Roman customs as
a way to advance their careers, and on the other hand, the middle and lower classes, or those who simply did not
aspire to play the Roman game and who defined their social status in other ways, preferably to maintain and
preserve pre-Roman social practices and cultural attitudes.” See Michele George, “Domestic Architecture and
Household Relations: Pompeii and Roman Ephesos,” JSNT 27 (2004): 7–25, here 23.
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Fit sermo inter eos… et invitatio ut Graeco more biberetur. Cf. Cicero, The Verrine Orations, 2.1.26

§66
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“Quaeso” inquit, “Philodame, cur ad nos filiam tuam non intro vocari iubes? Cf. Cicero, The Verrine
Orations, 2.1.26 §66
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[N]egavit moris esse Graecorum ut in convivio virorum accumberent mulieres. Cf. Cicero, The Verrine
Orations, 2.1.26 §66
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killed, after which, a massive brawl broke out. Philodamus and his son were sentenced to
death.132
Dunbabin therefore cautions that there is always the need to stress the differences
between Greek and Roman customs, even in their later Hellenistic manifestations. Another
example of this difference comes from architecture. The Romans took their name for a dining
room from the Greek, but they did this in a very specific form. Among the Romans, there is no
mention of the various seven-couch rooms or eleven-couch rooms but only of three.133 Gil P.
Klein summarizes the archeological implications thus:
In comparison to the Greek andron, the triclinium instituted a clearer separation
between the banqueters and the evening’s entertainers. While the andron
facilitated participation in performance and generated a sense of unity and
equality through concentric arrangement of couches, the triclinium established a
different form of presentation and representation.134
This relationship between reclining and the hierarchy is manifest also in the Latin names given to
the three couches. The highest couch was called lectus summus, the one in the center, the middle
couch was called lectus medius, and lowest couch called lectus imus. Klein notes that these terms
do not represent a physical difference in height but rather a complex power structure.135
Also, in the use of kraters, the Romans seem to have a different way of mixing their
wine. Dunbabin notes that the use of heaters (cauldron) for hot water (calda) to be mixed with
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Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” 89. See also, idem, “Triclinium and Stibadium,” 121–48.
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Gil P. Klein, “Torah in Triclinia: The Rabbinic Banquet and the Significance of Architecture,” JQR 102
(2012): 325–70, here 333.
135
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wine was already recognized in antiquity as a specifically Roman custom.136 According to her,
“these heaters indicate a fundamental difference in the Roman way of handling wine and water
from that of the Greeks. Texts from the late republic onwards speak frequently of mixing of
calda, and, rather less often, of frigida, with the wine.”137 While Athenaeus has an extensive
coverage of the rules on the correct measure of water and wine, the Roman sources are largely
silent on the subject.138 In Roman sources, what seem to be more important was not the
proportions of mixture but the quantity of the wine drunk.139 In addition to this, the Romans did
not have a clear cut demarcation between drinking and eating at their symposia. The story by
Cicero on Philodamus referenced earlier, for instance, was completely silent on that
demarcation.140
While scholarship focused primarily on the symposion as a cultural phenomenon (e.g.,
Dunbabin, Lynch and Murray), shows a tendency to point out and respect these differences,
scholarship on meals in the New Testament, even when employing the same sources, often
seems to consider the differences as negligible. This in turn makes for some interpretations of
these sources that are incomplete. Such interpretations are fair when the differences are truly
minor, but the case of Philodamus shows the seriousness with which the ancients might take
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them.141 Inability to respect distinctions such as these lie at the heart of the crisis among the early
Christ group(s) in Corinth.
Acknowledging differences in customs such as those noted above, I will now construct a
Graeco-Roman symposion as the prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. Asymmetries
(differences) should be expected when we place members of the category of the Graeco-Roman
meal tradition against the prototype. However, one can, with the help of the ICM—in the
background—organize and authorize the extension from the prototypical cases to those less
typical.142
Characteristics of the Symposion as a Prototype
As noted in chapter two, New Testament and early Christianity scholarship generally
hold that that there are five central characteristics in Hellenistic meals.143 I agree with this list but
I am adding a sixth and rearranging the order by making “the order of the meal” itself first in this
list. Usually, it comes second in the lists after the feature of “reclining.” This rearrangement has
no formal impact on the characteristics of the symposion. These six characteristics are what make
up the cultural institution of the symposion which is our prototype. There may be some
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In this sense, I take a different position from that of Smith when he writes: “Of course, there were
variations here and there. In fact, ancient writers such as Plutarch and Athenaeus paid a great deal of attention to
variations in table customs… yet those variations that did appear tended to be minor compared to the larger aspects
of customs held in common.” Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist, 19, (emphasis mine). I find David E. Aune’s
take more helpful when he writes that, “[G]reek symposia of the Graeco-Roman era, while retaining a basically
formal structure, were characterized by immense variety with regard to the constitutive elements.” (Aune, “Septem
Sapientum Convivium,” 74).
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Newsom, “Spying out the Land,” here 26.

Taussig, In the Beginning was the Meal, 26. Cf. Duff, “Alone Together: Celebrating the Lord’s Supper
in Corinth (1Cor. 11:17–34),” 563; Al-Suadi, “The Power of An Invitation,”136; idem, “The Meal in 1 Corinthians
11,” in T&T Clark Handbook to Early Christian Meals in the Greco-Roman World, ed. Soham Al-Suadi and PeterBen Smit (London: T&T Clark, 2019), 227–39, here 229.
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differences in their performance but there are always present in a symposion. In the instances of
the prototype, these characteristics may or may not be present. Even when they are present, they
are adaptions of this prototype.
The Order of a Supper144
The formal banquet consisted of two sections: the deipnon and the symposion.145 Hence,
Murray remarks that “the symposion began with the clearing away of the remains of the deipnon,
and the arrival of the second tables (deuterai trapezai).”146 The period of eating during the meal
was called the deipnon by the Greeks and cena by the Romans.147 While the Greeks called the
drinking period of the meal the symposion, among the Romans it was called the comissatio or
convivium.148
One must also immediately note that there are instances of this sequence not being
present or being treated as inconsequential. As remarked earlier, the distinction was very clear
among the Greeks while among the Romans it appears to be less clear, or in some cases, non-
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“The Manual of Discipline in the Light of Statutes of Hellenistic Association,” 251–70; Aune, “Septem Sapientum
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existent. The Jewish Passover does not seem to place much emphasis on this sequential structure;
and the sequence does not seem to apply to the sectarians in the Dead Sea Scrolls, in, for
example 1QSa, where the bread and wine appear to be set out together even as the emphasis was
on order of hierarchical precedence in the ritual of eating.149 Philo’s Therapeutae did not treat
the deipnon-symposion sequence as important, although in this particular work Philo suggests
that the meal of this community mirrors if not surpass the cultural Graeco-Roman symposion.150
Among the Greeks, there is also reason to believe that at some banquets, drinking while eating
was not completely frowned upon.151 In Lucian’s Lapiths, the wine was also served while eating
was going on.152
Relatedly, and to be subsumed under this sequence, is the ICM’s property of an extended
meaningful conversation. As earlier noted, when discussing this property of the ICM, these are
conversations that reveal something about the identity of those who have gathered for the
symposion. Of all conversations at the dinner, the symposia of Plato and Xenophon attained some
exceptionality in their framework and relevance since they became points of reference for
subsequent literary symposia. In this category of extended conversations at symposion is
Plutarch’s The Dinner of the Seven Wise Men. However, Athenaeus’ The Learned Banqueters
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Wine,” 302.
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reached a level that can be matched but arguably cannot be surpassed. One can therefore say the
typical symposion was one in which there was a sequentially ritualized form of eating and
drinking. However, we have instances in which both rituals go on simultaneously or in which
this sequence was not important to the participants at the formal meal.
The Reclining of Participants
Reclining on couches at formal dinners was a regular feature of the symposion. Couches
were often covered with pillows to make them more comfortable, and diners were arranged on
their left elbows so they could eat with their right hands.153 This posture indicated the aristocratic
need to be served and the leisure of the occasion.154 Literary evidence and artistic representations
attest to this posture at many dinners in the Graeco-Roman world. Linguistic witnesses to
reclining are attested by the use of the Greek verb katalinō and/or the substantive kataklisis.155 At
other times, the feast itself is described using a kline term.156
Attestations of reclining at banquets among the Greeks first appear in the seventh century
BCE. The first artistic representation appear on the Corinthian kraters of the late seventh
century.157 The posture during the Homeric period is for one to sit down to eat.158 The first Greek
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poet to describe reclining was the 7th century poet, Alcman.159 However, Murray argues that the
main influences of the Greek culture from the East seemed to have been earlier and to have
started in the late eighth century.160 In Murray’s opinion, one of the earliest Greek inscriptions,
on ‘Nestor’s cup’ of about 725 BCE, provides evidence of a fully developed culture that is
centered on the pursuit of the pleasures associated with the symposion and by implication the
existence before then of the practice of reclining at a feast.161 So ‘Nestor’s cup’ with its emphasis
on Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of pleasure, is a confirmation of the sympotic culture, not its
advent.
While the date of the orientalizing influence of the Greek reclining is not evident, what is
clear is that this influence came from the East. The earliest dateable artistic representation of the
practice of reclining at a feast is “the seventh-century scene of the victorious King Assurbanipal
in glory reclining alone with attendants and musicians beside a tree decorated with the heads of
his enemies in the palace of Nimrud.”162 A little earlier, we have possibly the earliest historical
evidence of reclining from the eighth-century prophet from Judah, Amos. He describes reclining
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as part of a set of social customs he was condemning.163 He denounces the Jews of Samaria for
their debauchery, characterized by feasting and reclining on couches.
Alas for those who lie on beds of ivory, and lounge on their couches, and eat
lambs from the flock, and calves from the stall; who sing idle songs to the sound
of the harp, and like David improvise on instruments of music; who drink wine
from bowls, and anoint themselves with the finest oils, but are not grieved over
the ruin of Joseph! Therefore, they shall now be the first to go into exile, and the
revelry of the loungers shall pass away. (Amos 6:4–7).164
The emphasis on reclining in the Graeco-Roman meal tradition does not mean that
seating was outlawed, it only means it was the standard practice at symposia.165 We have
instances in which there is clear evidence of sitting at a Graeco-Roman banquet by at least one of
the participants. A significant example is that of Autolycus who during Xenophon’s Symposium
“took a seat by his father’s side” while the others of course reclined.166 What is remarkable about
this instance is that the dinner was given in honor of the boy Autolycus and his father Lycon, by
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Murray, “Conclusion: Greek Form of Sociality,” in The Symposion: Drinking Greek Style, 283–309,
here 288. Biblical records associate reclining with “royal circles and degenerate aristocracy.” See Stein, “The
Influence of Symposia Literature,” 17. See also the Mishnah, “Even the poorest of Jews should not eat the meal on
Passover night until he reclines on his left side, as free and wealthy people recline when they eat” (m. Pesaḥ10.1).
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Oἱ καθεύδοντες ἐπὶ κλινῶν ἐλεφαντίνων, καὶ κατασπαταλῶντες ἐπὶ ταῖς στρωμναῖς αὐτῶν, καὶ
ἔσθοντες ἐρίφους ἐκ ποιμνίων, καὶ μοσχάρια ἐκ μέσου βουκολίων γαλαθηνὰ, οἱ ἐπικροτοῦντες πρὸς τὴν φωνὴν τῶν
ὀργάνων, ὡς ἑστηκότα ἐλογίσαντο, καὶ οὐχ ὡς φεύγοντα, οἱ πίνοντες τὸν διυλισμένον οἶνον, καὶ τὰ πρῶτα μῦρα
χριόμενοι, καὶ οὐκ ἔπασχον οὐδὲν ἐπὶ τῇ συντριβῇ Ἰωσήφ. Διὰ τοῦτο νῦν αἰχμάλωτοι ἔσονται ἀπʼ ἀρχῆς δυναστῶν,
καὶ ἐξαρθήσεται χρεμετισμὸς ἵππων ἐξ Ἐφραίμ. (Amos 6:6–7 emphasis mine).

 ַמ ְר ֵ ֽבּק׃Kשׂוָ֑תם ְוֹאְכ ִ֤לים ָכּ ִרי֙ם ִמ ֔צּ ֹאן ַוֲﬠָג ִ֖לים ִמֹ֥תּו
ֹ ַהֹֽשְּׁכִבי֙ם ַﬠל־ִמֹ֣טּות ֵ֔שׁן וְּסֻר ִ֖חים ַﬠל־ַﬠ ְר
־ ִ ֽשׁיר׃b ָחְשׁ֥בוּ ָלֶ֖הם ְכֵּליaַהֹפּ ְר ִ֖טים ַﬠל־ ִ֣פּי ַה ָ֑נֶּבל ְכָּד ִ֕ויד
 ְו ֥ל ֹא ֶנְח֖לוּ ַﬠל־ֵ֥שֶׁבר ֹיו ֵ ֽסף׃a ַהֹשּׁ ִ֤תים ְבִּמְז ְרֵק ֙י ַ֔י ִין ְוֵראִ֥שׁית ְשָׁמ ִ֖נים ִיְמָ֑שׁחוּ
ָלֵ֛כן ַﬠָ֥תּה ִיְג֖לוּ ְבּ ֣ר ֹאשׁ ֹגּ ִ֑לים ְוָ֖סר ִמ ְר ַ֥זח ְסרוּ ִֽחים׃ פ
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Notably, the architectural design of dining rooms in the Graeco-Roman world assume that reclining is
the standard posture. See, Dunbabin, “Triclinium and Stibadium,” 121–48; Murphy-O’Connor, St Paul’s Corinth,
177–91.
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Αὐτόλυκος μὲν οὖν παρὰ τὸν πατέρα ἐκαθέζετο, οἱ δ᾿ ἄλλοι ὥσπερ εἰκὸς κατεκλίθησαν. Xenophon,
Symposium, 1.5.8 (Todd, revised by Henderson, LCL).
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Callias (an admirer) after Autolycus had won a great Panathenaic victory in the pankration. Yet
the boy did not (or could not) recline.167 Athenaeus supplies a witness from Hegesander that:
[I]t was not the custom in Macedon for anyone to recline at dinner unless he had
speared a wild boar without using hunting-nets; until they did that, they ate sitting
up. Therefore Cassander, although he was 35 years old, used to sit next to his
father at dinner, since he was unable to accomplish this feat, despite being brave
and a good hunter.168
We also have the case of Alcidamas the Cynic who ‘romped in uninvited’ in Lucian’s
Symposium. Since there was no longer a couch for Alcidamas to recline Lucian notes that,
Aristaenetus commended him and bade him take a chair and sit beside Histiaeus
and Dionysodorus. “Get out with you!” said he. “What you tell me to do is
womanish and weak, to sit on a chair or on a stool, like yourselves on that soft
bed, lying almost flat on your backs while you feast, with purple cloths under you.
I shall take my dinner on my feet as I walk about the dining-room, and if I get
tired I’ll lie on the floor, leaning on my elbow, with my cloak under me, like
Heracles in the pictures they paint of him,” “Very well,” said Aristaenetus; “if
you prefer it that way.169
To be added to the list of dinners where people were seated and did not recline is the
communal meal in the Dead Sea Scrolls. In this community, members sat for the banquet.170
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Xenophon, Symposium,1.2–4 (Todd, revised by Henderson, LCL).
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Ἡγήσανδρος δέ φησιν οὐδὲ ἔθος εἶναι ἐν Μακεδονίᾳ κατακλίνεσθαί τινα ἐν δείπνῳ, εἰ μή τις ἔξω λίνων
ὗν κεντήσειεν· ἕως δὲ τότε καθήμενοι ἐδείπνουν. Κάσανδρος οὖν πέντε καὶ τριάκοντα ὢν ἐτῶν ἐδείπνει παρὰ τῷ
πατρὶ καθήμενος, οὐ δυνάμενος τὸν ἆθλον ἐκτελέσαι καίπερ ἀνδρεῖος γεγονὼς καὶ κυνηγὸς ἀγαθός. Athenaeus, The
Learned Banqueters, I.18A (Olson, LCL).
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Ὁ δὲ Ἀρισταίνετος ἐπαινέσας αὐτὸν ἐκέλευε θρόνον τινὰ λαβόντα καθίζεσθαι παρ᾿ Ἱστιαῖόν τε καὶ
Διονυσόδωρον. ὁ δέ, “Ἄπαγε,” φησί, “γυναικεῖον λέγεις καὶ μαλθακὸν ἐπὶ θρόνου καθίζεσθαι ἢ σκίμποδος, ὥσπερ
ὑμεῖς μαλακῆς ταύτης εὐνῆς μικροῦ δεῖν ὕπτιοι κατακείμενοι ἑστιᾶσθε πορφυρίδας ὑποβεβλημένοι· ἐγὼ δὲ κἂν
ὀρθοστάδην δειπνήσαιμι ἐμπεριπατῶν ἅμα τῷ συμποσίῳ· εἰ δὲ καὶ κάμοιμι, χαμαὶ τὸν τρίβωνα ὑποβαλόμενος
κείσομαι ἐπ᾿ ἀγκῶνος οἷον τὸν Ἡρακλέα γράφουσιν.” “Οὕτως,” ἔφη, “γιγνέσθω,” ὁ Ἀρισταίνετος, “εἴ σοι ἥδιον.
Lucian, The Carousal (Symposium) 8 and 13 (Harmon, LCL). Alcidamas’s comments that to sit down is
womanish may suggest that women often sat down at formal dinners, at least in Greece. See The Learned
Banqueters where the event was called a γαμικῷ συμποσίῳ, a wedding symposion and one of the participants was
Helen, described as sitting (παρακαθημένης). Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, V.188C (Olson, LCL)
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1QS 6:4; IQSa 2:15; See also Antonissen, “The Banquet Culture in New Jerusalem,” 70 where he makes
the same observation.
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Therefore, while it is the case that the symposion as the prototype was performed reclining, there
are instances of this prototype where the eating and drinking were performed seated. The reasons
for sitting at a formal banquet will vary from one setting to the other. For example, sometimes
the aristocratic style which demanded reclining would not suit settings that emphasized the
equality of participants.171 Another reason could be space. While a reclining banquet has a limit
to the number of participants because of the dynamics of the sympotic space (entertainment and
architecture), a seated banquet has ‘no limit’ to the number of its participants.172 Therefore,
groups with less funds—including funds for renting out dining rooms—will make do with spaces
without facilities for reclining.
Libation
The most enduring memory of libation as a ritual is that it was the marker of the
transition between the deipnon and symposion. Plutarch recalls that, “after the tables had been
cleared away, and garlands distributed by Melissa, and we had poured libations, and the flute
girl, after playing a brief accompaniment for our libations, had withdrawn.”173 Sometimes, too,
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Reclining principally demanded that the reclined be served. See Murray, “The Symposion and Social
Status” in The Symposion: Drinking Greek Style, 139–53.
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Birgitta Bergquist, “Sympotic Space: A Functional Aspect of Greek Dining Rooms,” in Sympotica, 37–
65. Bergquist defines a sympotic space as “a space with the essential characteristic of a visual and auditory
coherence which includes all participants in a symposion.” (Bergquist, “Sympotic Space,” 39). See also, Murray
“The Odyssey as Performance Poetry,” in The Symposion: Drinking Greek Style, 89–104, here 91.
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Plutarch, The Dinner of the Seven Wise Men,150D (Babbitt, LCL). See also, Athenaeus, The Learned
Banqueters, I.15E (Olson, LCL); IV.149C; Lucian, The Carousal (Symposium),1.16 (Harmon, LCL); Plato
Symposium,176A (Lamb, LCL); Aristophanes, Wasps,1217 (Henderson, LCL).
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the libation occurs at the end of the meal.174 The libation ritual entails the use of an equipment—
what is called a phiale (φιάλη)— dedicated to it.175
Historically, the ritual of libation originated in sacrificial events. It entailed pouring the
liquid (usually) wine into the phiale, from which the liquid was now poured into a significant
spot on the altar, a rock or the ground, into a grave or a hole.176 At sacrificial events, there were
two forms of libation. The first was the spondai, in which a small quantity of the liquid was
poured out from a drinking vessel and then the worshipper drank the rest.177 Then there was the
choai, in which everything was poured out.178 Libations during sacrifices took place at various
points “punctuating and accenting the procedure.”179 However, libations were not limited to
sacrifices. They were also used to seal treaties so much so, that the term spondai even came to be
used for such agreements.180
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, I.16B (Olson, LCL). McGowan, Ascetic Eucharists, 51. Plutarch,
The Dinner of the Seven Wise Men,164D (Babbitt, LCL).
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Michael H. Jameson, “Sacrifice and Ritual: Greece,” in Civilization of the Ancient Mediterranean:
Greece and Rome vol. 2.959–79, here 965.
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Jameson, “Sacrifice and Ritual,” 965. Water, oil, milk, oil, or honey may be used instead of wine. My
culture, the Yoruba ethnic group in Nigeria still practice libation. Wine is usually used, and it is said to be for the
ancestors to drink as a sign that they are participating in the event, be it marriage or housewarming, but usually a
joyful event. See also, Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, III.125F (Olson, LCL). Archaeological evidence in the
Graeco-Roman world also support the position that libation must be poured into a surface or spot. There is for
instance, material evidence in the Vatican necropolis, where at Tomb F there are small marble slabs pierced with a
hole for pouring libations. See, J.M.C. Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1971), 50–52. See also, Paul Corby Finney, The Eerdmans Encyclopedia of Early Christian Art
and Archaeology, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 2:56.
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Jameson, “Sacrifice and Ritual,” 965.
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Jameson, “Sacrifice and Ritual,” 965.
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Jameson, “Sacrifice and Ritual,” 965.
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Jameson, “Sacrifice and Ritual,” 965.
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The libation, alongside the mixing of wine with water, was celebrated in legends as
linked directly to the gift of the wine from the gods. Athenaeus narrates a tale about the origin of
the ritual of libation. According to him,
The physician Philonides says in his On Perfumes and Garlands: After Dionysus
introduced the grapevine to Greece from the area around the Red Sea, and many
people misguidedly enjoyed unlimited quantities of wine and consumed it
unmixed, some of them became delirious and began to act like madmen, while
others grew drowsy and resembled corpses. When a group of them were drinking
on the seashore, a sudden rainstorm broke up the party and filled their mixingbowl, which contained a small quantity of left-over wine, with water. After the
sky cleared, they returned to the same place, and when they tasted the mixture,
they derived a soothing, painless pleasure from it. As a consequence of this, the
Greeks invoke the Good Divinity when unmixed wine is distributed at their dinner
parties, as a way of honoring the deity—that is, Dionysus—who discovered it.
And when they are offered the first cup of mixed wine after dinner, they call upon
Zeus the Savior, since they regard him, in his capacity as marshaller of the storms,
as responsible for the painless mixing that results from mingling (wine and
water).181

181

Φιλωνίδης δ᾿ ὁ ἰατρὸς ἐν τῷ Περὶ Μύρων καὶ Στεφάνων, ἐκ τῆς Ἐρυθρᾶς, φησίν, θαλάσσης ὑπὸ
Διονύσου μετενεχθείσης εἰς τὴν Ἑλλάδα τῆς ἀμπέλου καὶ πρὸς ἄμετρον ἀπόλαυσιν τῶν πολλῶν ἐκτρεπομένων
ἄκρατόν τε προσφερομένων αὐτῶν, οἱ μὲν μανιωδῶς ἐκτρεπόμενοι παρέπαιον, οἱ δὲ νεκροῖς ἐῴκεσαν ἀπὸ τῆς
καρώσεως. ἐπ᾿ ἀκτῆς δέ τινων πινόντων ἐπιπεσὼν ὄμβρος τὸ μὲν συμπόσιον διέλυσεν, τὸν δὲ κρατῆρα, ὃς εἶχεν
ὀλίγον οἶνον ὑπολελειμμένον, ἐπλήρωσεν ὕδατος. γενομένης δ᾿ αἰθρίας εἰς τὸν αὐτὸν ὑποστρέψαντες τόπον,
γευσάμενοι τοῦ μίγματος προσηνῆ καὶ ἄλυπον ἔσχον ἀπόλαυσιν. καὶ διὰ τοῦθ᾿ οἱ Ἕλληνες τῷ μὲν παρὰ δεῖπνον
ἀκράτῳ προσδιδομένῳ τὸν Ἀγαθὸν ἐπιφωνοῦσι Δαίμονα, τιμῶντες τὸν εὑρόντα δαίμονα ἦν δ᾿ οὗτος ὁ Διόνυσος. τῷ
δὲ μετὰ δεῖπνον κεκραμένῳ πρώτῳ διδομένῳ ποτηρίῳ Δία Σωτῆρα ἐπιλέγουσι, τῆς ἐκ τοῦ μίγματος ἀλύπου
κράσεως τὸν καὶ τῶν ὄμβρων ἀρχηγὸν αἴτιον ὑπολαβόντε. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XV.675A–D
(Olson, LCL).
Athenaeus then went further in his explanation elsewhere that: "Theophrastus says in his On
Drunkenness (fr. 572 Fortenbaugh): “As for the unmixed wine offered after dinner, which they identify as a toast in
honor of the Good Divinity, they consume only a little, as if the taste was merely a reminder to them of how strong it
is and of the god’s generosity; and they offer it once everyone is already full, so that as little as possible of it will be
drunk. After they show their respects to him three times, they remove it from the table, as if they were begging the
god to guarantee that they engage in no ugly behavior and that they feel no overwhelming desire to drink this, but
receive only what is good and beneficial from him.” Θεόφραστος δ᾿ ἐν τῷ Περὶ Μέθης, τὸν ἄκρατον, φησίν, οἶνον
τὸν ἐπὶ τῷ δείπνῳ διδόμενον, ὃν δὴ dλέγουσιν Ἀγαθοῦ Δαίμονος εἶναι πρόποσιν, ὀλίγον τε προσφέρουσιν, ὥσπερ
ἀναμιμνήσκοντες μόνον τῇ γεύσει τὴν ἰσχὺν αὐτοῦ καὶ τὴν τοῦ θεοῦ δωρεάν, καὶ μετὰ τὴν πλήρωσιν διδόασιν, ὅπως
ἐλάχιστον ᾖ τὸ πινόμενον· καὶ τρίτον προσκυνήσαντες λαμβάνουσιν ἀπὸ τῆς τραπέζης, ὥσπερ ἱκετείαν τινὰ
ποιούμενοι τοῦ θεοῦ μηθὲν ἀσχημονεῖν μηδ᾿ ἔχειν ἰσχυρὰν ἐπιθυμίαν τοῦ πότου τούτου καὶ λαμβάνειν ἐξ αὐτοῦ τὰ
καλὰ καὶ χρήσιμα. See. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XV.693D. See also, Athenaeus, The Learned
Banqueters, X.447F, 465A (Olson, LCL)
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What is obvious here is the direct linkage of the wine to the god Dionysus. Wine is
thought of as a gift of Dionysus in the same way that grain is a gift of Demeter.182 Frequently,
this close connection between Dionysus and the wine, as well as his power over the production
of the wine, is depicted on vases and drinking vessels.183 Potters who produced these vases show
that they owed their wealth to Dionysus by depicting this wine-god on their vases.184 We also
have wine associations dedicated to Dionysus.185 So, in the ritual of libation Dionysus is
acknowledged as the god of wine and the only one who can drink without any danger.186
In some cases, a libation was also poured to other gods. Plutarch in Athenaeus quotes Ion
of Chios as saying, “Let us pour holy libations to Heracles and Alceme and to Procles and the
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Lissarrague, The Aesthetics of the Greek Banquet, 4.
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Lissarrague, The Aesthetics of the Greek Banquet, 16
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Pausanias makes this connection when he provides the etymology of the “potters’” quarters in Athens.
“The district of the Cerameicus has its name from the hero Ceramus, he too being the reputed son of Dionysus
and Ariadne: Τὸ δὲ χωρίον ὁ Κεραμεικὸς τὸ μὲν ὄνομα ἔχει ἀπὸ ἥρωος Κεράμου, Διονύσου τε εἶναι καὶ Ἀριάδνης
καὶ τούτου λεγομένου.” Pausanias, Description of Greece, I.III.1. (Jones, LCL). Lynch notes that “Archaeological
evidence from houses in Athens shows that pottery made exclusively for use in the symposion can account for over
40% of a house’s ceramic content.” Lynch, “Drinking and Dining,” 534.
185
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IG II2 1325; IG II2 1326; IG II2 1368; SEG 32.488; IG IX/12 670; IG IX/12 218; Ikyme 17; IEph 275.

Lissarrague, The Aesthetics of the Greek Banquet, 37. Tiresias in the Bacchae captures this relationship
between libation and Dionysus: “Two things are chief among mortals, young man: the goddess Demeter—she is
Earth but call her either name you like—nourishes mortals with dry food. But he who came next, the son of Semele,
discovered as its counterpart the drink that flows from the grape cluster and introduced it to mortals. It is this that
frees trouble-laden mortals from their pain—when they fill themselves with the juice of the vine—this that gives
sleep to make one forget the day’s troubles: there is no other treatment for misery. Himself a god, he is poured out in
libations to the gods, and so it is because of him that men win blessings from them.” Δύο γάρ, ὦ νεανία, τὰ πρῶτ᾿ ἐν
ἀνθρώποισι· Δημήτηρ θεά—Γῆδ᾿ ἐστίν, ὄνομα δ᾿ ὁπότερον βούλῃ κάλει·αὕτη μὲν ἐν ξηροῖσιν ἐκτρέφει βροτούς· ὃς
δ᾿ ἦλθ᾿ ἔπειτ᾿, ἀντίπαλον ὁ Σεμέλης γόνοςβότρυος ὑγρὸν πῶμ᾿ ηὗρε κἀσηνέγκατο θνητοῖς, ὃ παύει τοὺς
ταλαιπώρους βροτοὺςλύπης, ὅταν πλησθῶσιν ἀμπέλου ῥοῆς, ὕπνον τε λήθην τῶν καθ᾿ ἡμέραν κακῶνδίδωσιν, οὐδ᾿
ἔστ᾿ ἄλλο φάρμακον πόνων οὗτος θεοῖσι σπένδεται θεὸς γεγώς, ὥστε διὰ τοῦτον τἀγάθ᾿ ἀνθρώπους ἔχειν.
Euripides, Bacchae, 270–285 (Kovacs, LCL).
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descendants of Perseus.”187 Achilles is also reputed to have poured libations for Zeus alone.188
Theognis speaks about pouring libations to Zeus and Apollo and other gods.
May Zeus who dwells in the sky ever hold his right hand over this city to keep off
harm and may the other blessed immortal gods (do likewise); and may Apollo
make straight our tongue and mind. Let the lyre sound forth holy song and the
pipe also, and after offering libations satisfying to the gods let us drink, making
pleasant conversation with one another and fearing not the Median war.189
The only god who possibly will have nothing to do with wine is Helios, since the one who
maintains and governs the universe, and who travels from one end of the world to another, has
nothing to with drunkenness. Instead, honey is brought to his altar.190
In addition, the imperial cult involved some libation to the genius of the Emperor. Dio
Cassius records that during the time of Augustus, the Senate passed a law that demanded that “at
all banquets, not only public but private as well, everybody was to pour a libation to him.”191
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XI.463C (Olson, LCL). [Σ]πένδοντες δ᾿ ἁγνῶς Ἡρακλεῖ τ᾿
Ἀλκμήνῃ τε, Προκλεῖ Περσείδαις τ᾿.
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XI.783B (Olson, LCL).
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Ζεὺς μὲν τῆσδε πόληος ὑπειρέχοι αἰθέρι ναίωναἰεὶ δεξιτερὴν χεῖρ᾿ ἐπ᾿ ἀπημοσύνῃἄλλοι τ᾿ ἀθάνατοι
μάκαρες θεοί· αὐτὰρ Ἀπόλλων760ὀρθώσαι γλῶσσαν καὶ νόον ἡμέτερον·φόρμιγξ δ᾿ αὖ φθέγγοιθ᾿ ἱερὸν μέλος ἠδὲ
καὶαὐλός·ἡμεῖς δὲ σπονδὰς θεοῖσιν ἀρεσσάμενοι πίνωμεν χαρίεντα μετ᾿ ἀλλήλοισι λέγοντες, μηδὲν τὸν Μήδων
δειδιότες πόλεμον. Theognis, Elegiac Poems, 757–64 (Gerber, LCL).
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“When they sacrifice to the Sun in Emesa, according to Phylarchus in Book XII of his History (FGrH 81
F 25), they pour libations of honey, but they bring no wine to the altars, since they say that the god who maintains
and governs the universe, and who travels constantly from one end of the world to the other, has nothing to do with
drunkenness.” Παρὰ δὲ τοῖς Ἐμεσηνοῖς θύοντες τῷ Ἡλίῳ, ὥς φησι Φύλαρχος ἐν τῇ δωδεκάτῃ τῶν Ἱστοριῶν, μέλι
σπένδουσιν, οἶνον οὐ φέροντες τοῖς βωμοῖς, δεῖν λέγοντες τὸν τὰ ὅλα συνέχοντα καὶ διακρατοῦντα θεὸν καὶ ἀεὶ
περιπολεύοντα τὸν κόσμον ἀλλότριον εἶναι μέθης. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XV.693F (Olson, LCL).
Elsewhere Athenaeus wrote that after pouring a libation they “sang about Dionysus when they were drinking wine
and getting drunk, but about Apollo in calm, orderly situations.” [Ά]λλ᾿ ὅταν σπένδωσι, τὸν μὲν Διόνυσον ἐν οἴνῳ
καὶ μέθῃ, τὸν δ᾿ Ἀπόλλωνα μεθ᾿ ἡσυχίας καὶ τάξεως μέλποντες. See Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters,
XIV.628B (Olson, LCL).
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[Τ]ούς τε ἱερέας καὶ τὰς ἱερείας ἐν ταῖς ὑπέρ τε τοῦ δήμου καὶ τῆς βουλῆς εὐχαῖς καὶ ὑπὲρ ἐκείνου
ὁμοίως εὔχεσθαι, καὶ ἐν τοῖς συσσιτίοις οὐχ ὅτι τοῖς κοινοῖς ἀλλὰ καὶ τοῖς ἰδίοις πάντας αὐτῷ σπένδειν ἐκέλευσαν.
Dio Cassius. Roman History, LI.19.7 (Cary and Foster, LCL). See also, Horace, Carmen Saeculare,
IV.5.31–32 (Rudd, LCL).
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As popular as the libation was, however, some groups do not appear to have practised
libations at their meals; or, if they did, they did not consider them important enough to make a
remark about them. A few examples will suffice to illustrate. The first is from Athenaeus, where
at the end of a meal, there were prayers offered to gods, and there was mixing of wine and giving
honor to Dionysus or some other deity. Libation was not explicitly mentioned.192 Here we can,
however, still assume it is present. However, with Lucian’s Symposium no mention is made of
libation at the end of dinner.193 This is also the case with Trimalchio’s dinner when food and
wine were served throughout.194 Charles H. Cosgrove has a compilation of works, both from
Roman and Greek authors, in which libation is explicitly absent during banquets.195 While it is
true that these works are mainly fictitious, they likely reflect the everyday life of the GraecoRoman world even though they do not function as ‘mirrors’ of everyday reality.196
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, X.423B (Olson, LCL).
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Lucian, The Carousal (Symposium),14–15 (Harmon, LCL).
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Petronius, The Satyricon, 60 (Schmeling, LCL). There was a shout of “Health to Augustus,” and this
took place during the meal. The closest to a libation was when “three lads came in, with their white shirts tucked
high. Two of them placed on the table statues of the Lares with medals round their necks, while the third carried
round a wine-bowl, shouting out 'Gods, have mercy. He said that one was Gain, the second Luck, and the third
Profit” [I]nter haec tres pueri candidas succincti tunicas intraverunt, quorum duo Lares bullatos super mensam
posuerunt, unus pateram vini circumferens “dii propitii” clamabat <. . .> aiebat autem unum Cerdonem, alterum
Felicionem, tertium Lucrionem vocari. The commentary notes that “Gods, have mercy” was a prayer that often
followed the main course. Yet, this was neither a toast nor a libation. See also, Petronius, Satyricon, 60.8
(Schmeling, LCL). See a related reference in the Aeneid which has an extended ceremony that explicitly included a
libation. Cf. Virgil, Aeneid, I.725–745 (Fairclough revised by Goold, LCL).
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Cosgrove, “Banquet Ceremonies Involving Wine,” 303–311. Work referenced by Cosgrove included
Letter of Aristeas, Josephus, Antiquities, Lucian Toxaris, Achilles Tatius, Leucippe and Clitophon, Heliodorus, An
Ethiopian Story and Acts of Paul and Thecla. While it is true that the explicit mention of libation in some of these
texts can be construed as an argument from silence, the presence of other cultural factors—such as some Jews who
abstained from wine—show that there are instances in which the absence of the libation ritual is intentional.
Therefore, I think some caution needs to be exercised when we talk about libation at the Graeco-Roman banquets.
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Cosgrove, “Banquet Ceremonies Involving Wine,” 303.
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Apart from this explicit absence of libation from some Greek and Roman authors, ancient
Jews generally, and especially some sects within Judaism, had an ambiguous relationship with
wine and its association with Dionysus. Since wine was the main intoxicant suitable for idolatrous
libation, the Tannaim were concerned that, at any moment, a non-Jew would overtly or covertly
offer a portion of wine to a deity.197 This fear appears confirmed when one turns to some nonJewish writers who perceive no difference between the Sabbath and a Dionysian feast. Plutarch
writes,
I believe that even the feast of the Sabbath is not completely unrelated to
Dionysus… The Jews themselves testify to a connection with Dionysus when they
keep the Sabbath by inviting each other to drink and enjoy wine.198
It is therefore not surprising that Tannaitic literature contains a series of prohibitions
against wine and wine related products.199 This means that some Jews were cautious about the
consumption of wine, at least based as some Jewish writers discuss its consumption.200 This
cautious attitude is evident in their use of the circumlocution “the cup” for “wine.”201
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Jordan D. Rosenblum, Food and Identity in Early Rabbinic Judaism (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. 2010), 81.
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Οἶμαι δὲ καὶ τὴν τῶν σαββάτων ἑορτὴν μὴ παντάπασιν ἀπροσδιόνυσον εἶναι… αὐτοὶ δὲ τῷ λόγῳ
μαρτυροῦσιν, ὅταν σάββατα τελῶσι, μάλιστα μὲν πίνειν καὶ οἰνοῦσθαι παρακαλοῦντες ἀλλήλους. Plutarch,
Quaestiones Convivales, IV:671F–72A (Hoffleit, LCL).
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Rosenblum, Food, and Identity in Early Rabbinic Judaism, 81–82. See y. Šab. 1.4; Avodah Zarah 5.5.
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The Nazarites are the most significant example of some Jews who avoided wine. In this case, it was to
fulfil an ancestral promise. See the Rechabites in Jeremiah 35. See Huffmon Herbert B., “The Rechabites in the
Book of Jeremiah and their Historical Roots in Israel,” in The Book of Jeremiah: Composition, Reception and
Interpretation, VTSup 178 ed. Jack R. Lundbom, Craig A. Evans, and Bradford A. Anderson (Leiden: Brill, 2018),
191–210; Knights Chris, “Who were the Rechabites,” ExpTim 107 (1996): 137–40. See also Samson in Judges 13–
16 and Paul in Acts 18:18 for similar examples.
201
A good example is the four cups at the Passover. One of the cups at the Passover is known as the ‘cup of
praise,’ or ‘cup of blessing’ or the ‘blessing cup.’ Here it is clear that while wine is being drunk, the mention of the
word itself is avoided. Otfried Hofius notes that this “cup of blessing, which in rabbinic literature, when the context
is clear, can be designated simply as “the cup” is always and exclusively the cup of wine over which the blessing
after the meal is recited.” See Otfried Hofius, “The Lord’s Supper and the Lord’s Supper Tradition: Reflections on 1
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Unsurprisingly, references to libation are rare during formal banquets among Jewish groups in the
Graeco-Roman world.202
Some scholars have equated libation in the symposion with prayers at formal banquets in
Jewish settings. We have an example of this in Valeriy Alikin’s position that “the prayer said at
the beginning of Jewish meals…can be considered the counterpart of the libation which often
preceded suppers among the gentiles.”203 Alikin’s equivalence in this case misses out on the
mechanism of a libation. Libation, as an act, entailed not just prayers, but also pouring out of the
liquid upon the ground. The two parts are indispensable; and the Greek verb for pouring σπένδω
(frequently in the infinitive) is often used to express the stage of the action in these settings.204 If

Corinthians 11:23b–35,” in One Loaf, One Cup: Ecumenical Studies of 1 Cor 11 and other Eucharistic Texts ed.
B.F. Meyer (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1993), 75–115, here 85.
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Philo’s Therapeutae, the sectarians of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the early Christ groups make no
mention of the libation ritual. This point has been well argued by Cosgrove. See, Cosgrove, “Banquet Ceremonies
Involving Wine,” 303–311.
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Valeriy Alikin, The Earliest History of Christian Gathering: Origin, Development and Content of the
Christian Gathering in the First to Third Centuries (Leiden: Brill 2010), 37. Jewish authors were not unaware of
the ritual of libation. Cf. Genesis 35:14; Exodus 25:29; Exodus 30:9; Exodus 38:12; Numbers 4:7; 28:7; 1
Chronicles 11:18; Hosea 9:4; Jeremiah 7:18; 19:13; 39:29; 51:17, 19, 25; Ezekiel 20:28. (All the references are from
LXX). Relatedly, when Josephus describes the ingratitude of those live in Caesarea and Sebaste to King Agrippa
after the king’s death, he writes, “Moreover, they reclined in the public places and celebrated feasts for all the
people, wearing garlands and using scented unguents; they poured libations to Charon, and exchanged toasts in
celebration of the king’s death.” ἐπί τε τοῖς δημοσίοις κατακλινόμενοι τόποις πανδήμους ἑστιάσεις ἐπετέλουν
στεφανούμενοι καὶ μυριζόμενοι καὶ σπένδοντες τῷ Χάρωνι προπόσεις τῆς τοῦ βασιλέως ἐκπνοῆς ἀλλήλοις
ἀνταποδιδόντες, (emphasis mine). See Josephus, Antiquities, XIX 9.1§358. (Thackeray, LCL). Christian writers
also spoke of prayers for the emperor but never a libation for him. Cf. 1 Timothy 2:1–4; 2 Peter 2:17.
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Homer, Od. 8. 89; Il. 9.177; (Murray, LCL). Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, V.179D, 198 F
(Olson, LCL); Numbers 28:7 (LXX); Euripides, Bacchae, 313 (Kovacs, LCL); P. Lond. 2710.9. See Colin Roberts,
Theodore C. Skeat, and Arthur Darby Nock, “The Gild of Zeus Hypsistos,” HTR 29 (1936): 39–88. Interestingly, the
New Testament writers do not use this verb σπένδω in relation to the cup at the Lord’s Supper. Paul does not use
any verb for pouring in relation to the cup, while the Synoptics do, each employing ἐκχυννόμενον (pour out/shed).
Cf. Mark 14:24; Matthew 26:28; Luke 22:20. Jeffrey L. Rubenstein also touches extensively on where libations are
to be poured to fulfill some ritual prescriptions among the Jews and how this differed among sects in Second Temple
Judaism. See, Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, “The Sadducees and the Water Libation,” JQR 84 (1994): 417–44.
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the pouring of the liquid is absent, there is no libation. Cosgrove argues along the line that libation
should not be equated with prayers at formal banquet when he states that,
[O]ne can agree that the prayer over the eucharistic cup belongs to the same larger
category as the libation prayer if all that means is that both are rituals of wine that
honor the deity. But that is different from the claim that something more specific
about the libation prayer is assumed for the eucharistic blessing (Klingdhart) or that
something about that prayer or paean is being protested by the blessing (Taussig).205
To conclude, we have here another characteristic of the prototype which is central to the
prototype but can be absent from individual instances of the prototype.
Leadership by a “President”: Symposiarch
The position of a leader who oversees the proceedings at a symposion is well attested in
textual witnesses. This leader—who is rarely the host—is often called the symposiarch
(συμποσίαρχος). The main responsibilities of the symposiarch are (1) to decide the wine-to-water
ratio for the symposion, and (2) to select a topic for conversation if it was not pre-determined.206
Plutarch insists that the office of the symposiarch should not be altogether abandoned.
For him, “this traditional authority of the office in regard to drinking-parties and their regulation

205

Cosgrove, “Banquet Ceremonies Involving Wine,” 311. See also, Klinghardt, Gemeinschaftsmahl und
Mahlgemeinschaft, 101, 309; Taussig, In the Beginning was the Meal, 109–12. Klinghardt interprets the saying over
the cup as the libation ceremony. See, Matthias Klinghardt, “The So-Called ‘Eucharistic Words’ in the Context of
Greco-Roman Meals: An Outline of Their Meaning in the Light of the Seminar’s Achievements” (paper presented at
the Annual Meeting of the SBL, Atlanta, 2010), 1–19.
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Lynch, “Drinking and Dining,” 531. Lissarrague, The Aesthetics of the Greek Banquet, 8. See also
Plato’s idea of a symposiarch. “[T]he man who is to mould them is the good legislator; he must lay down banqueting
laws, able to control that banqueter who becomes confident and bold and unduly shameless, and unwilling to submit
to the proper limits of silence and speech, of drinking and of music, making him consent to do in all ways the
opposite,—laws able also, with the aid of justice, to fight against the entrance of such ignoble audacity, by bringing
in that most noble fear which we have named “modesty” and “shame” [Τ]οῦτον δ᾿εἶναι τὸν πλάστην τὸν αὐτὸν
ὥσπερ τότε, τὸν ἀγαθὸν νομοθέτην, οὗ νόμους εἶναι δεῖ συμποτικούς, δυναμένους τὸν εὔελπιν καὶ θαῤῥαλέον
ἐκεῖνον γιγνόμενον καὶ ἀναισχυντότερον τοῦ δέοντος, καὶ οὐκ ἐθέλοντα τάξιν καὶ τὸ κατὰ μέρος σιγῆς καὶ λόγου
καὶ πόσεως καὶ μούσης ὑπομένειν, ἐθέλειν ποιεῖν πάντα τούτοις τἀναντία, Dκαὶ εἰσιόντι τῷ μὴ καλῷ θάῤῥει τὸν
κάλλιστον διαμαχούμενον1 φόβον εἰσπέμπειν οἵους τ᾿ εἶναι μετὰ δίκης, ὃν αἰδῶ τε καὶ αἰσχύνην [θεῖον φόβον]
ὠνομάκαμεν.” Plato, Laws, II:671C–D (Bury, LCL).
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should be revived and established.”207 He, therefore, dedicates an entire talk to the subject,
entitled, “What sort of man the symposiarch must be?”208 Ben Sirach, a Jewish author from the
third century BCE, also left advice on how to be a good symposiarch.
If they make you master of the feast, do not exalt yourself; be among them as one
of their number. Take care of them first and then sit down; when you have
fulfilled all your duties, take your place, so that you may be merry along with
them and receive a wreath for your excellent leadership (Ben Sira 32:1–2).
Ἡγούμενων σε κατέστησαν; μὴ ἐπαίρου, γίνου ἐν αὐτοῖς ὡς εἷς ἐξ αὐτῶν·
φρόντισον αὐτῶν, καὶ οὕτω κάθισον, καὶ πᾶσαν τὴν χρείαν σου ποιήσας ἀνάπεσε,
ἵνα εὐφρανθῇς διʼ αὐτοὺς, καὶ εὐκοσμίας χάριν λάβῃς στέφανον (Ben Sira 35:1–2
LXX).
However, not every Graeco-Roman banquet that had a symposiarch. In Plato’s
Symposium, it was agreed that they should drink with moderation, because a good number of
them got drunk the previous day. One of the symposiasts, Eryximachus suggests they talk on the
theme of love. It was when Alcibiades—who was drunk—arrived that he made himself
“president of this drinking party.”209
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οἰόμενοί με δεῖν στεφανηφοροῦντα μὴ περιιδεῖν παλαιὸν ἔθος ἐκλειφθὲν παντάπασιν, ἀλλ᾿ ἀνακαλεῖν
καὶ καταστῆσαι πάλιν τῆς ἀρχῆς τὴν νενομισμένην ἐπιστασίαν περὶ τὰ συμπόσια καὶ διακόσμησιν. Plutarch,
Quaestiones Convivales, I:620A (Clement, LCL).
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“Ποῖόν τινα δεῖ τὸν συμποσίαρχον εἶναι;” Plutarch, Quaestiones Convivales I.620–622B (Clement,
LCL). See also the debate on who leads the army of the Spartans when Agasias stood up with an analogy: “Will the
Lacedaemonians also be angry,” he said, “if guests at dinner come together and fail to choose a Lacedaemonian as
master of the feast (συμποσίαρχον)?”: ἢ ὀργιοῦνται Λακεδαιμόνιοι καὶ ἐὰν σύνδειπνοι συνελθόντες μὴ
Λακεδαιμόνιον συμποσίαρχον αἱρῶνται; See Xenophon, Anabasis, VI.1.30 (Dillery, LCL)
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See also, Plato, Symposium, 213E; 176E (Lamb, LCL). Plato does not use συμποσίαρχος but ἄρχοντα
οὖν αἱροῦμαι τῆς πόσεως. Plato’s description of the head of the feast here coheres with the notions of the
symposiarch that appear in other extant literature.
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While there is the idea of symposiarch in Ben Sirach, other Jewish writings rarely
referred to the office or the idea.210 It is also absent in early Christian writings. Inscriptional
evidence for the office among unofficial associations is scanty at best. Possible instances of the
word symposiarch in ancient inscriptions are reconstructed alternate readings for the word
δημοσίακος. This word—δημοσίακος—occurs three times in a particular text (SB XXIV 16296)
text but since δημοσίακος is unattested in any other source, David Martinez and Mary Williams
suggest reading συμποσίαρχος instead.211
There were several ways in which associations in the Graeco-Roman world maintained
discipline in their meetings and symposia in the absence of a symposiarch. These included
creating offices that took over the functions of a symposiarch, having by-laws which were
renewed annually, imposing fines or expulsion of erring members and placing the meal under the
banner of the gods with corresponding threats.212 Sometimes, too, the state or the city intervened
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Although Ben Sirach did not use the Greek word συμποσίαρχος but a different word, ἡγέομαι (to be in a
leading capacity). As with Plato in Symposion, 176E; 213E, Ben Sirach’s description of the head of the feast here
mirrors the notions of the symposiarch that appear in extant literature.
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SB XXIV 16296 [GRA III:286]. See, David Martinez and Mary Williams, “Records of Loan Receipts
From a Guild Association,” ZPE 118 (1997): 259–63.
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For the office of the President/Patron (προστατήσας), see: IG II2 1369; BGU VIII 1741, 1742, 1743 +
XIV 2368; I. Prose I 49; I. Th. Sy. 303; συναγωγός (President of the Synagogue): I Fayum III 204; I. Fayum III 205;
Presiding Officer: ἀρχισυνάγωγoς: IJO II 168-(πρόεδρος); IG II2 1368; For a watchman or a bouncer (παννυχιστής):
SEG 31.122. For rules (νομοί), see IG II2 1369; LSAM 80; IG II 1368; IG XII/ 3 330; TAM V 1539; ISmyrna 728; P.
Mich. V 244; P. Mich. V 245; BGU XIV 2371; SEG 31.122; IG X/2.1 259; PLond VII 2193; IFayum III; CIL XIV
2112; 1QS 6:16 –7.25; 1QSa 2:11–22. For fines, see BGU V 1210; LSAM 80; SEG 31.122; TAM V 1539; P. Mich.
V 244; P. Mich. V 245; BGU XIV 2371; SEG 31.122; IG II2 1368; CIL XIV 2112. For expulsions, see: IG II2 1368;
1QS 6:16 –7.25. For threats from the gods: TAM V 1539; IG II2 1365+1366.
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to impose order.213 Much of the evidence for these disciplinary measures come from inscriptional
evidence of associations in the Graeco-Roman world.214
The symposiarch and ‘symposiarch-like’ offices come with some stability, especially in
the associations.215 John Ryan Olfert notes that presidents of associations usually served for a
single year.216 It is plausible that this also applied to other offices charged with the maintenance
of order at meals. John Kloppenborg argues that these associations practiced a “flat hierarchy” in
which governance is impermanent and rotating.217 The office of the symposiarch should
therefore be seen in the light of the overall attempt to impose order during Graeco-Roman
banquets, and that took several forms.
A Variety of “Associative” Personages
I have chosen to use the adjective ‘associative’ and not ‘marginal’ to qualify individuals
who were not primary participants at the symposion, because the presence of these personages
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Aelius Gellius, Attic Nights, II.XXIV (Rolfe, LCL). For limits on attendance for a wedding banquet, see
Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters VI. 245A–B (Olson, LC). For state regulations for flute girls, harp girls, and
lyre girls who performed at dinner parties, see, Aristotle, Athenian Constitution L (Rackham, LCL). See also,
Chester G. Starr, “An Evening with the Flute Girls,” La Parola de Passato 33 (1978): 401–10. The incident
regarding Alcibiades and others who allegedly desecrated the Eleusinian mysteries and destroyed the herms in
Athens (415 BCE) drew public outrage. Although it was a private symposion, it was not beyond public scrutiny. Cf.
Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, XXVII–XXIX (Smith, LCL); Plutarch, Lives: Alcibiades, XVIII–
XIX (Perrin, LCL). See also, Wil Theuns, “The Reaction of Athens on the Mutilation of the Hermai in 415 BC,”
(Unpublished paper, University of Amsterdam (2015), 1–15; Robin Osborne, “The Erection and Mutilation of the
Hermai,” Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society 31 (1985): 47–73.
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Aristotle remarks that these associations have pleasure as their main aim. Cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean
Ethics, 612 D–E (Rackham, LCL).
215

IG II2 1368.
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BGU VIII 1743 + BGU XIV 2368 [GRA III: 250].
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John S. Kloppenborg, “Precedence at the Communal Meal in Corinth,” NovT 58 (2016): 167–203, here
177–78. See also E.A. Judge, “Did the Churches Compete with Cult Groups,” in Early Christianity and Classical
Culture: Comparative Studies in Honor of Abraham J. Malherbe, ed. L. Michael White, Thomas H. Olbricht, and
John T. Fitzgerald (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 501–24.
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was anything but marginal.218 The overall performance and architecture of the symposion is less
comprehensible with these individuals absent.219
The first of these is the flute players; the auletes and the auletris. Chester Starr notes that
it was during the 7th century that the aulos (flute) became a part of the symposia.220 Initially, it
was a male profession. While in Sparta the profession was hereditary, in Rome, the tibicines
(flute players) were one of the original guilds attributed to Numa, the second legendary King of
the city.221 The auletrides who were to be hired for the symposia had to be trained adequately.222
At least in Athens by the fourth century BCE, a regular school for female entertainers is attested.
Isocrates in his complaints about the habits of young men revealed that “you see some of them
chilling their wine at the “Nine-fountains”; others, drinking in taverns; others, tossing dice in
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See Taussig, “Elaborating a New Paradigm,” 25–40; Al-Suadi, “The Power of An Invitation: Early
Christian Meals in their Cultural Context,” 136. These typologies include as the fifth characteristic of Hellenistic
Meals “a variety of marginal personages.” Plutarch’s idea of these personages should be seen as an idealized version
since the sympotic space and text note the importance of these personages to the symposion. Plutarch writes, “Others
are diversions introduced for pleasure’s sake, and no essential function attaches to them; such are music, spectacles,
and any buffooning Philip-at-Callias’s. With these latter, if they are present, the guests are pleased, but if they are
absent, the guests do not very much desire them or criticize the party as being very deficient” τὰ δ᾿ ἐπεισόδια γέγονεν
ἡδονῆς ἕνεκεν, χρείας μὴ συναγομένης, ὥσπερ ἀκροάματα καὶ θεάματα καὶ γελωτοποιός τις ἐν Καλλίου Φίλιππος,
οἷς παροῦσι μὲν ἥδονται, μὴ παρόντα δ᾿ οὐ πάνυ ποθοῦσιν οὐδ᾿ αἰτιῶνται τὴν συνουσίαν ὡς ἐνδεέστερον ἔχουσαν.
Plutarch, Quaestiones Convivales, II:629C (Clement, LCL).
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See Bergquist, “Sympotic Space,” 37–65.
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Starr, “An Evening with the Flute Girls,” 402. See also, Aristophanes who writes: “Water for our hands;
serve the tables; now we’re dining; now we’ve cleaned up; now it’s time to pour the wine. Good heavens, are we
dining on dream food?...The girl piper has started to play.”: ὕδωρ κατὰ χειρός· τὰς τραπέζας εἰσφέρειν·δειπνοῦμεν·
ἀπονενίμμεθ᾿· ἤδη σπένδομεν. πρὸς τῶν θεῶν, ἐνύπνιον ἑστιώμεθα;…αὑλητρὶς ἐνεφύσησεν. Aristophanes, Wasps,
1212–1218 (Henderson, LCL). It is important to note that many other instruments were played at the Symposia.
Athenaeus devotes a significant portion of his work to discussing instruments. See Athenaeus, The Learned
Banqueters, VII.628A–639A (Olson, LCL).
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Starr, “An Evening with the Flute Girls,” 402.

Starr, “An Evening with the Flute Girls,” 404. Athenaeus writes that “no woman may enter the
prytaneion except the pipe girl.”: γυναικὶ δὲ οὐκ ἔξεστιν εἰσιέναι εἰς τὸ πρυτανεῖον ἢ μόνῃ τῇ αὐλητρίδι. See
Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, IV.150A (Olson, LCL). The prytaneis was a subgroup of 50 members of the
Athenian council who ran city affairs on a daily basis and took their meal together in the tholos, which served as the
dining hall. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, V.186A (Olson, LCL).
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gambling dens; and many, hanging about the training-schools (τῶν αὐλητρίδων) of the flute
girls.”223 Aristotle notes that the city even had to fix a ‘minimum wage’ for flute players.
These then are the matters administered by the Council. Also ten men are elected by
lot as Restorers of Temples, who draw 30 minae from the Receivers and repair the
temples that most require it; and ten City Controllers, five of whom hold office in
Peiraeus and five in the city; it is they who supervise the flute girls and harp girls
and lyre-girls to prevent their receiving fees of more than two drachmas, and if
several persons want to take the same girl these officials cast lots between them and
hire her out to the winner.224
While flute girls mainly played during the symposion it was not unusual for them to be auctioned
off to the highest bidder after the dinner party as sexual property. Athenaeus narrates an incident
that ended in a brawl.
When a pipe-girl came in and wanted to sit beside one of the philosophers who was
drinking with us, he refused to let her, even though there was plenty of room next to
him and acted like a tough guy. Then later on, when the pipe-girl was being
auctioned off, as commonly happens at drinking parties, he acted like a wild young
man as the bidding was going on, and when the auctioneer awarded her prematurely
to someone else, he argued with him and claimed that the sale was invalid. In the
end our tough-guy philosopher found himself involved in a fistfight—even though
he initially refused even to let the pipe-girl sit down next to him!225
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Isocrates, Antidosis, 15.287 (Norlin, LCL).

224
Τὰ μὲν οὖν ὑπὸ τῆς βουλῆς διοικούμενα ταῦτ᾿ ἐστίν. κληροῦνται δὲ καὶ ἱερῶν ἐπισκευασταὶ δέκα
ἄνδρες, οἳ λαμβάνοντες τριάκοντα μνᾶς παρὰ τῶν ἀποδεκτῶν ἐπισκευάζουσιν τὰ μάλιστα δεόμενα τῶν ἱερῶν, καὶ
ἀστυνόμοι δέκα· τούτων δὲ ε΄ μὲν ἄρχουσιν ἐν Πειραιεῖ πέντε δ᾿ ἐν ἄστει, καὶ τάς τε αὐλητρίδας καὶ τὰς ψαλτρίας
καὶ τὰς κιθαριστρίας οὗτοι σκοποῦσιν ὅπως μὴ πλείονος ἢ δυεῖν δραχμαῖς μισθωθήσονται, κἂν πλείους τὴν αὐτὴν
σπουδάσωσι λαβεῖν οὗτοι διακληροῦσι καὶ τῷ λαχόντι μισθοῦσιν. Aristotle Athenian Constitution, L (Rackham,
LCL). Hypereides notes in a series of accusations that “Diognides and Antidorus the metic are impeached on a
charge of hiring out flute girls at a higher price than that fixed by law.”: Διογνίδης μὲν καὶ Ἀντίδωρος ὁ μέτοικος
εἰσαγγέλλονται ὡς πλέονος μισθοῦντες τὰς αὐλητρίδας ἢ ὁ νόμος κελεύει. Hyperides, In Defense of Euxenippus,3.3
(Burtt, LCL).
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τῶν φιλοσόφων δέ τις συμπίνων ἡμῖν εἰσελθούσης αὐλητρίδος καὶ οὔσης εὐρυχωρίας παρ᾿ αὐτῷ,
βουλομένης τῆς παιδίσκης παρακαθίσαι οὐκ ἐπέτρεψεν, ἀλλὰ σκληρὸν αὑτὸν εἰσῆγεν. εἶθ᾿ ὕστερον πωλουμένης τῆς
αὐλητρίδος, καθάπερ ἔθος ἐστὶν ἐν τοῖς πότοις γίνεσθαι, eἐν τε τῷ ἀγοράζειν πάνυ νεανικὸς ἦν καὶ τῷ πωλοῦντι
ἄλλῳ τινὶ θᾶττον προσθέντι ἠμφισβήτει καὶ οὐκ ἔφη αὐτὸν πεπρακέναι· καὶ τέλος εἰς πυγμὰς ἦλθεν ὁ σκληρὸς
ἐκεῖνος φιλόσοφος καὶ ἐν ἀρχῇ οὐδ᾿ ἂν παρακαθίσαι ἐπιτρέπων τῇ αὐλητρίδι. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters,
XIII.607D. (Olson, LCL) Shortly after this episode, Persaeus was accused of being the character who exchanged
punches. “Perhaps the man who traded punches over the pipe-girl was Persaeus himself… When Persaeus was the
high bidder for a pipe-girl at a drinking party but was reluctant to take her home because he lived in the same house
as Zeno of Citium, Zeno realized what was going on, dragged the girl inside, and locked her up with Persaeus.”
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Incidents like this probably inspired Eryximachus to suggest that the flute girl be
dismissed in Plato’s Symposium.226 Starr, however, argues, that this does not mean that the flute
girls are also prostitutes, since as our “sources mentioned both musicians together, but they are
separately itemized.”227 Yet James N. Davidson remarks that later, that is by “the fourth century,
auletris is used almost as a synonym for “cheap prostitute.”228
The hetairai—often shown naked on the vases—were companions of the main
participants at the symposia. These were slave girls hired out by their masters and expected to
engage in sex.229 Davidson notes that for the symposia, getting hold of these women “was as
much a part of preparations for a dinner party as going shopping for fish, wine and perfume.”230
Rather than being merely prostitutes, these girls, who were highly trained in the symposia skills,
commanded prestige and were often procured at high prices. They accompany the symposiasts to
the symposion.231 They were owned by individuals and often shared between a couple of men.
Getting rid of one’s heitaira upon marriage was often seen as the appropriate thing to do.232 The

μήποτε αὐτός ἐστιν Περσαῖος ὁ περὶ τῆς αὐλητρίδος διαπυκτεύσας. φησὶν γὰρ Ἀντίγονος ὁ Καρύστιος ἐν τῷ Περὶ
Ζήνωνος γράφων ὧδε· Ζήνων ὁ Κιτιεὺς Περσαίου παρὰ πότον αὐλητρίδιον πριαμένου καὶ διοκνοῦντος
εἰσαγαγεῖν fπρὸς αὐτὸν διὰ τὸ τὴν αὐτὴν οἰκεῖν οἰκίαν, συναισθόμενος εἰσείλκυσε τὴν παιδίσκην καὶ συγκατέκλεισε
τῷ Περσαίῳ. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XIII. 607D–F (Olson, LCL)
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517D (Olson, LCL)
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Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,” 519. Demeas on Menander’s play Samia accused Chrysis, his
courtesan, of sleeping with his son. He exclaims: “Superstar! In town you’ll see exactly what you are! The others of
your type dash to their parties, where they charge a mere ten drachmas and knock back strong wine until they die—
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symposion became a civil space where beautiful and witty girls exchanged jokes and doubleentendres with artists and politicians; and these scenes are commonly depicted and celebrated on
drinking cups and mixing bowls.233 Collections of these obscene witticisms by hetaeras and their
male counterparts, the gate-crashers or ‘parasites,’ were so popular that it almost represents a
sub-genre of literature.234
Another set of personages at the symposion was comprised by the young male partners of
the symposiasts. Nowhere is homosexual love celebrated more in the Graeco-Roman world than
at the Symposia. In Plato’s Symposium, we see Alcibiades propose his love to Socrates.235 The
beauty of the boy Autolycus was commented upon by Xenophon, because his beauty “compelled
everyone to look at him... there was no one who did not feel his soul stirred by the boy.”236 In
talking about love and beauty, Athenaeus’ banqueters talked considerably about homosexual
love and made a telling remark: “Whenever a young man learns how to go inside to eat what

or else they starve, if what they do is not quick and willing. But I’m sure you’ll know this just as well as anyone.
You’ll find out what you are and how you blundered! Stay there.”: τὸ μέγα πρᾶγμ᾿. ἐν τῇ πόλει ὄψει σεαυτὴν νῦν
ἀκριβῶς ἥτις εἶ. αἱ κατά σε, Χρυσί, πραττόμεναι δράχμας δέκαμόνας ἕτεραι τρέχουσιν ἐπὶ τὰ δεῖπνα καὶ πίνουσ᾿
ἄκρατον ἄχρι ἂν ἀποθάνωσιν, ἢ πεινῶσιν, ἂν μὴ τοῦθ᾿ ἑτοίμως καὶ ταχὺ ποῶσιν. εἴσει δ᾿ οὐδενὸς τοῦτ᾿, οἶδ᾿ ὅτι,
ἧττον σύ, καὶ γνώσει τίς οὖσ᾿ ἡμάρτανες ἕσταθι. Menander, Samia: The Woman from Samos, 390–395 (Arnott,
LCL).
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πρῶτον μὲν γὰρ ὥσπερ ὅταν φέγγος τι ἐν νυκτὶ φανῇ, πάντων προσάγεται τὰ ὄμματα, οὕτω καὶ τότε τοῦ
Αὐτολύκου τὸ κάλλος πάντων εἷλκε τὰς ὄψεις πρὸς αὐτόν. ἔπειτα τῶν ὁρώντων οὐδεὶς οὐκ ἔπασχέ τι τὴν ψυχὴν ὑπ᾿
ἐκείνου. Xenophon, Symposium,1.8–10; 8.42 (Todd, revised by Henderson, LCL).
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another person’s serving and to put a hand that hasn’t contributed anything on the food, you can
assume he’s paying off his debt at night.”237
However, homosexual love between the lover (erastes) and the beloved (eromenos) was
not all exploitative or transactional in the Symposia.238 According to Murray, while sexual
activity cannot be ruled out, the relationship was essentially an educational one. Relationships
between an older man and a young man would help to socialize the young man and give him a
model for citizenship and values.239 Young men sat among the participants and were admired
simply for their beauty (viz., Plato’s Autolycus), becoming objects of desire but named as equals
rather than remaining anonymous.240 Many sympotic vases from Athens bear a painted
inscription of the formula ‘so and so is kalos (beautiful).’241 Kalos in this sense is more than
physical beauty. It also captured mental and social excellence. For kottabos, the drinkers often
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ὅταν γὰρ ὢν νέος ἀλλότριον εἰσελθὼν ὄψον ἐσθίειν μάθῃἀσύμβολόν τε χεῖρα προσβάλῃ βορᾷ, διδόναι
νόμιζ᾿ αὐτὸν σὺ τῆς νυκτὸς λόγον. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XIII.572C (Olson, LCL).
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Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,” 519. Athenaeus writes: ‘Many people wholeheartedly prefer
love-affairs with boys to those of women; for the Greek cities that are best governed in comparison with the others
engaged vigorously in this practice.”: ὅλως δὲ τοὺς παιδικοὺς ἔρωτας τῶν ἐπὶ ταῖς θηλείαις προκρίνουσι πολλοί·
παρὰ γὰρ τὰς ἄλλας ταῖς εὐνομουμέναις πόλεσιν ἐπὶ τῆς Ἑλλάδος σπουδασθῆναι τόδε τὸ ἔθος. Athenaeus, The
Learned Banqueters, XIII.601E. He also writes about the “Sacred Band” in Thebes which consists of 150 pairs of
male lovers. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, XIII.602A (Olson, LCL)
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Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,” 519. Lynch, “Drinking and Dining,”537. Clinias in Plato’s
Laws implies that education has a place in the symposion when he asked, “You are implying, my friend, as it seems
to us, that the convivial gathering, when rightly conducted, is an important element in education: Δοκεῖς ἡμῖν, ὦ
φίλε, τὴν ἐν τοῖς οἴνοις Dκοινὴν διατριβὴν ὡς εἰς παιδείας μεγάλην μοῖραν τείνουσαν λέγειν, ἂν ὀρθῶς γίγνηται.”
Clinias’s Athenian interlocutor has an affirmative answer to this question: “Τί μήν: Assuredly.” See, Plato, Laws,
1:641D (Bury, LCL).
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Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,” 520.

Lynch, “Drinking and Dining,” 537. Aune notes: “Various forms of sexual promiscuity appear to have
been common and every conceivable form of sexual liaison is depicted at such gathering on vase paintings.” Aune,
“Septem Sapientium Convivium,” 74.
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flung drops of wine at a target calling out the name of a boy they desired.242 Because of the open
display of affection and love combined with the visual of naked bodies, that literary descriptions
of the symposion regularly emphasize sex and sexual desires.243 This was taking place right
before the eyes of guests.
Another personage that became a literary trope is the individual who comes to the
symposion uninvited. The most popular example of this is probably Alcibiades in Plato’s
Symposium, who ends up appointing himself the president of the drinking party. The akletos, or
the one who comes in uninvited, according to Murray, became a regular feature in the wake of
the literary character Odysseus disguising as a beggar. Today, the only surviving modern
example of the akletos occurs in the context of the Jewish Seder.244 The akletos, at least in
literary descriptions, is always different from those who were simply latecomers, even if they
also frequently come after the dinner has started. The akletos in literary descriptions was
expected to entertain the drinkers in the manner of a licensed fool.245
An akletos could also be a busy body looking for something to eat. Athenaeus remarks
that “these fellows are always on the lookout for dinner parties held by the city’s inhabitants, and
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Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,”518. See also, Burkhard Fehr, “Entertainers at the Symposion:
The Akletoi in the Archaic Period,” in Sympotica, 185–95. The akletos in the Passover Seder is the figure of Elijah
for whom the fifth cup of the Passover is reserved. This cup is placed on the table but not drunk. See b. Pesaḥ 118a.
Elijah continues to figure in eschatological ideas in Judaism. See Simha Katz, “Elijah, Cup of,” EncJud 2nd ed.
Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skonik (Detroit: Macmillan Reference, 2007), 6:338. See also, Chana ShachanRosby, “Elijah the Prophet: The Guard Dog of Israel,” Jewish History 30 (2016): 165–82; Yoel Perez, “Elijah the
Prophet,” in Encyclopedia of Jewish Folklore and Traditions ed. Raphael Patai and Haya Bar-Itzhak (London:
Taylor and Francis, 2012), ProQuest eBook Central edition.
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Two examples of akletos, both from Xenophon’s Symposium, are Philip the Comedian in I.11and the
man from Syracuse in II.1. See Xenophon, Symposium, (Todd, revised by Henderson, LCL)
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they shrewdly fly off to them uninvited.”246 Yet it is also possible that the akletos comes
uninvited because he never wanted to contribute money for the dinner. In this regard,
Archilochus remarks, “although you drink much unmixed wine, you neither contributed any
money and you came uninvited, as a friend would do but your belly led your mind and heart
astray into shamelessness.”247 In any case, the akletos became a staple of the symposia literature.
Other significant personages at the symposia included servants, dancers, and dogs.248
Each of these personages played a role—usually an entertaining one—within the symposia and
were not forgotten either in literature or in artistic descriptions. The various instances of the
symposion differed in the way they welcomed these associative personages. Since many of these
unofficial associations had feasts, they often included some form of entertainment.249 Many of
the associations had entertainments that aligned with their goals. For example, in Philo’s
Therapeutae there is an in-house arrangement for singing.250 This was also expected in early
Christ groups and sectarians of the Dead Sea Scrolls.251 In these latter cases, some of the
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δὴ φίλος, ἀλλά σεο γαστὴρ νόον τε καὶ φρένας παρήγαγενεἰς ἀναιδείην. See Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters,
I.8B–D (Olson, LCL).
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, I.1D, 3D, 14A (Olson, LCL). Aliza Steinberg, Weaving in Stones:
Garments and their Accessories in the Mosaic Art of Eretz Israel in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2020),
esp. 92–102.
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Μουσική (singer) in IcariaR 162.21; ὑμνοδιδάκαλοι (Hymn-teachers): IPergamon 485.26; χορηγός
(chorus leader) IPergamon 485.32; ὑμνδώδοι (hymn-singers): IPergamon 374.3.
250
Philo, De Contemplativa, IX.80. Philo condemns the luxurious nature of the Graeco-Roman symposia.
He had a problem especially with the drinking and the forms of entertainment. He also thought the Spartan model
was too austere, so his Therapeutae were for him, a median. See also, De Contemplativa, IX.69 (Colson, LCL).
Pope argues for a sexual connotation of dogs at meals. See Pope, “A Divine Banquet at Ugarit,” 181–89.
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Colossians 3:16; 1QS 9:23–10.26. See also, Richard A. Wright, “Drinking, Teaching, and Singing:
Ephesians 5:18–19 and the Challenges of Moral Instruction at Greco-Roman Banquets,” LTQ 47 (2017): 85–104.
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participants provided the singing which was their form of entertainment. It was also expected
that in the Jewish settings (Judaism and early Christ groups), the erotic forms of entertainment
supplied at some of the symposia were discouraged.252 Philo in his Therapeutae was a critic of
the entertainment offered by the Graeco-Roman symposia. At the same time, the financial
implication of hiring entertainers could also have played in a role in some of the associations
having to provide in-house entertainment. In addition to this, it could also be a reflection of the
exclusive nature of some of these groups.253
The Possibility of Chaos
While scholars often acknowledge both the possibility and the reality of violence at the
symposion, it has not been considered an integral characteristic.254 I do take it as a characteristic
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Philo, De Contemplativa, IX.70. (Colson, LCL): “They do not have slaves to wait upon them as they
consider the ownership of servants is entirely against nature.”: διακονοῦνται δὲ οὐχ ὑπ᾿ ἀνδραπόδων, ἡγούμενοι
συνόλως τὴν θεραπόντων κτῆσιν εἶναι παρὰ φύσιν. The evidence for servants at early Christian communal meals in
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Press, 2018), Oxford Scholarship Online edition.
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See Lucian, The Carousal (Symposium) (Harmon, LCL); Plutarch, Quaestiones Convivales, I:618C (Clement, LCL).
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because the unofficial associations in the Graeco-Roman world had stable offices to curtail chaos
and commotion in their meetings and meals Some examples of chaotic situations at meals are
notable. Livy narrates the story of how Cato expelled seven senators, among whom was “one
well-known both because of his noble birth and the offices he had held: the ex-consul Lucius
Quinctius Flamininus.”255 Lucius was accused by Cato of having killed a Celt for the pleasure of
his male partner. Nicholas R. E. Fisher notes that this display by Lucius was not an isolated act
of sympotic brutality.256 The account of the beheading of John the Baptist in the Gospels is
perhaps another witness to the reality of chaos, violence, and death which often were not far
from the symposion.257 It is also telling that one of the earliest depictions of the symposion is also
one of violence depicting Herakles’ killings at Eurytos.258 According to Murray, it is not a

τὸ τεῦχος οὐ μύρου πνέον·ἐδειματούμην δ᾿ οὐ φίλης ὀσμῆς ὕπο.” See, Sophocles, Sophocles Fragments [Those
who Dine Together, Σύνδειπνοι, 565], (Lloyd-Jones, LCL).
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The Corinthian krater. Cf. Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, IV.157F–158A (Olson, LCL) Notably,
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surprise that the ultimate form of violence—“murder at the symposion”—was a prominent theme
in sympotic literature.259
Violence at the symposion has been partly attributed to wine. In a section on wine and its
effects, one of the banqueters of Athenaeus, quoting Eubulus, reflects on the link between wine
and the possibility of chaos at a symposion:
Because I mix up only three bowls of wine for sensible people. One is dedicated
to good health, and they drink it first. The second is dedicated to love and
pleasure, and the third to sleep; wise guests finish it up and go home. The fourth
bowl no longer belongs to me but to outrage. The fifth belongs to arguments; the
sixth to wandering drunk through the streets; the seventh to black eyes; the eighth
to the bailiff; the ninth to an ugly black humor; and the tenth to madness extreme
enough to make people throw stones. For a great deal of wine poured into one
little jar easily knocks drunks’ legs out from under them.260
The ritual of violence and chaos that attended the end of the symposion was known as komos.261
Komos was originally used for a band of revelers.262 With the symposia, it became an exhibition
of violence and a display of drunken behavior at the end of the party.263 Hence, it was no longer
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Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, X.A–B (Olson, LCL). Cameron, Callimachus and His Critics, 73.
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a normal dance but a drunken procession.264 Murray suggests that this ritual drunken riot was
often a performance enacted to display the power and lawlessness of the drinking group.265 This
claim is perhaps best exemplified in the story of Conon, his son, and some others, who met at the
house of Pamphilus, as narrated in Demosthenes’s speech Against Conon. In his address to the
jury, Demosthenes accuses this group of attacking him and Phanostratus of Cephisia, stripping
him naked in an apparent display of power. As he claimed, these men normally put on a sober
appearance and pretend to play the Spartan by wearing ascetic-looking short cloaks and singlesoled shoes, but when they got together for their dinner parties they leave no “form of
wickedness or indecency untried.”266 Demosthenes insists:
There are many people in the city, sons of respectable persons, who in sport, after
the manner of young men, have given themselves nicknames, such as Ithyphalli or
Autolecythi, and that some of them are infatuated with mistresses…that things of
this sort are natural for young men.267
In Aristophanes’ Wasps, Philokleon learns how to behave at the symposion, and the result
was that he returns home abducting a flute girl and was pursued by angry citizens who claimed
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Άὶ ἐρεῖν ὡς εἰσὶν ἐν τῇ πόλει πολλοί, καλῶν κἀγαθῶν ἀνδρῶν υἱεῖς, οἳ παίζοντες οἷ᾿ ἄνθρωποι νέοι
σφίσιν αὐτοῖς ἐπωνυμίας πεποίηνται, καὶ καλοῦσι τοὺς μὲν ἰθυφάλλους, τοὺς δ᾿ αὐτοληκύθους, ἐρῶσι δ᾿ ἐκ τούτων
ἑταιρῶν τινές, καὶ δὴ καὶ τὸν υἱὸν τὸν ἑαυτοῦ εἶναι τούτων ἕνα, καὶ πολλάκις περὶ ἑταίρας καὶ εἰληφέναι καὶ
δεδωκέναι πληγάς, καὶ ταῦτ᾿ εἶναι νέων ἀνθρώπων. Demosthenes, Against Conon, LIV.14–17 (Murray, LCL). See
also Murray, “The Affairs of the Mysteries,” 157. Here Murray notes by using the words Ithyphalli (Erections) or
Autolecythi (Wankers), the plaintiff in this case is suggesting that these young men were practising unspeakable
forms of sexual initiation. This highlights how these banquets can go out of hand.
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damages for assault and destruction of their property.268 It was not mere coincidence therefore
that in Lesbos, as in Athens, civil law prescribes a double penalty for offences committed when
drunk.269 Anxiety about maintaining order in inscriptional evidence points to possible situations
of violence occurring during the banquet meetings.270
For these meals, it is not the case that violence always erupts, but that the possibility of
chaos is always lurking at the background and that must be acknowledged. An impending
implosion at the common meal was simply one of the issues Paul dealt with in Corinth.
Summary and Conclusion
This chapter has sought to apply my previously developed methodological framework to the
Graeco-Roman meal tradition. To this end, I started by analyzing how the Idealized Cognitive
Model is discernible in the Graeco-Roman meal tradition of the banquet. Once this was
established, I identified and evaluated the symposion as the prototype of the Idealized Cognitive
Model of the Graeco-Roman banquet. In evaluating the symposion, I attempt to demonstrate
repeatedly that there were instances of the prototype exhibiting asymmetries in their relationship
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Murray, “Violence at the Symposion,” 199. See also, Aristophanes, Wasps, 1325–1449
(Henderson, LCL). Davidson notes that “it was outside, on the street, that the flute girls really came into their
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debauch.” Davidson, Courtesans and Fishcakes, 81.
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Murray, “Violence at the Symposion,” 199; Murray, “The Culture of the Symposion,”520.

IG II2 1368.63–90 envisages a situation where there could be a disturbance, a fight or exchange of
blows. I consider the concerns about order and hierarchy in the eating of food in the documents of the Dead Sea
Scrolls (1QS and 1QSa) in the same light. Relatedly, John D’Arms captures this anxiety when he writes that “poets
and historians artfully contrive to associate the dreadful with the dinner: imaginations—and not only those of
Rome—have tended always to be responsive to situations in which misfortune blasts people at the very moment
when their well-being seems most assured.” See John D’Arms, “The Roman Convivium and the Idea of Equality,” in
Sympotica, 308–20, here 314. Susan Marks notes that: “since many meals included rowdy behavior, an enforcer of
civility was often necessary.” See Susan Marks, “How Ancient Greeks, Romans, Jews and Christians Drank Their
Wine,” in Feasting and Fasting: The History and Ethics of Jewish Food, ed. Aaron S. Gross, Jody Myers, and
Jordan D. Rosenblum (New York: New York University Press, 2019), 170–87, here 175.
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with some of the characteristics of the prototype. With the completion of this analysis of the
symposion as the prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, it now becomes important to
demonstrate how this relates to the Lord’s Supper in Corinth. Notably, I will argue that the
Lord’s Supper in Corinth is not modelled after any of the known Symposia. In other words, the
relationship between the Lord’s Supper in Corinth and the symposia is not causal in the sense
that the former was inspired by the latter. It is a relationship of “family resemblance” to other
members of the family of the prototype, symposion.
The next chapter will consider, then, how a particular banquet in the Graeco-Roman
world — the Lord’s Supper in Corinth—instantiated the symposion which is the prototype of the
Graeco-Roman meal tradition.

CHAPTER FOUR
LORD’S SUPPER IN CORINTH AS A PROTOTYPICAL INSTANTIATION OF THE
GRAECO-ROMAN BANQUET
Introduction
In this chapter, I will be making a comparison between the proposed prototype of the GraecoRoman banquet genre—Symposion— and the Lord’s Supper in Corinth. The goal of this
comparison is to elucidate what the Lord’s Supper in Corinth had in common with the GraecoRoman banquet tradition and to identify distinctive features that set it apart.1 It is important to
restate that I am not arguing for the uniqueness of the Lord’s Supper in Corinth. To do that is to
betray the abundant evidence that shows that the early Christians were people of their own time
and space.2 However, in arguing for the distinctive contribution of the Lord’s Supper in Corinth,
my argument seeks to illuminate what early Christians thought of their meal. It is this
comparison that will, in the end, make obvious both the distinctive character of the Lord’s
Supper in Corinth and its distinctive contribution to the Graeco-Roman banquet tradition. This

1
Steven J. Friesen, “Introduction: Context, Comparison,” in Corinth in Context: Comparative Studies on
Religion and Society, ed. Steven J. Friesen, Dan Schowalter, and James Walters (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 1–9.
2

See Phillip S. Alexander, “Hellenism and Hellenization as Problematic Historiographical Categories,” in
Paul Beyond Judaism and Hellenism Divide, ed. Troels Engberg-Pedersen (Louisville: WJK, 2001), 63–80. See
also, Fergus, King J., More Than a Passover: Inculturation in the Supper Narratives of the New Testament
(Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2007). King rightly argues that: “The environment which produced the New Testament was
one in which a wide variety of different cultures exerted different degrees of influence” (King, More Than a
Passover, 10).
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comparison will also confirm the thesis that the Lord’s Supper in Corinth is a remarkable
instantiation of the prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
In this chapter I will argue that the Lord’s Supper is an instantiation of the GraecoRoman banquet in two distinct ways. First, the Lord’s Supper is a distinct space in which
sacrilege is possible. This in turn will lead to disastrous consequences. The second way in which
this meal is distinct is in its eschatological outlook. The argument of this chapter will then evolve
in five different steps. The first step is to classify early Christ groups as unofficial associations.
The purpose of this classification is to concretely ground the Lord’s Supper as a meal that is
similar to communal meals of associations in the Graeco-Roman world. This step will be
followed with a description of some dynamics at work in the city of Corinth. These dynamics
will be revealed mostly in the diversity of ethnic groupings in Corinth. The understanding of this
city and its history is crucial to showing that the Christ group has a place in this city. This will
lead to the third step which will be an analysis of the structure of 1 Corinthians. This structural
analysis will help situate our pericope, 1 Cor 11:17–34, within the overall thematic aim of Paul
as he addresses several crises within the Christ group in Corinth.3 This will be followed with the
comparison of the Lord’s Supper in Corinth with the prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal
tradition. Shortly before the communal meal in Corinth is compared with the prototype, this meal
will be shown to exhibit all the properties of the Idealized Cognitive Model of the GraecoRoman banquet. The fifth and final step will be to outline and explain the two features that make

3

Subsequently, I will refer to 1 Cor 11:17–34 as “our pericope. Also, in this chapter, genre and tradition
will be used interchangeably, and they carry the same meaning when they are used to qualify the Graeco-Roman
formal meal events. The argument (and utility) for the possibility of this overlap has been made in the second
chapter of this dissertation, where genre was understood as not being an exclusively textual phenomenon. See the
section “Prototype Theory and Genre Studies” in chapter two.
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the Lord’s Supper distinct as an instantiation of the prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal
tradition: its potential as an occasion for sacrilege and its eschatological outlook.
Christ Groups as Unofficial Associations
Life in the Graeco-Roman world subsisted between the polis and one’s immediate family. The
polis had its own structures— civil and religious— and one’s place in the polis was based on
legal status, ascribed and achieved honor, wealth and other complex negotiations.4 The family
partakes in the civil and religious aspects of the polis but sometimes displays devotions to gods
and goddesses of their own. However, between the polis and the family there existed many
unofficial associations which mainly served social needs.5 Philo in In Flaccum 136 derisively
notes that:
In the city there are clubs with a large membership, whose fellowship is founded
on no sound principle but on strong liquor and drunkenness and sottish carousing
and their offspring, wantonness. “Synods” and “divans” are the particular names
given to them by the people of the country.6
Philo’s negative description notwithstanding, his statement should be taken as
acknowledgment that these associations were common in the Graeco-Roman world. These
associations differed from the official groupings by the state or city. The official groupings of the

4

John S. Kloppenborg and Richard S. Ascough, Greco-Roman Associations: Texts, Translations and
Commentary I: Attica, Central Greece, Macedonia, Thrace (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2011), 1.
5
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Kloppenborg and Ascough, GRA, I: 1–13.

θίασοι κατὰ τὴν πόλιν εἰσὶ πολυάνθρωποι, ὧν κατάρχει τῆς κοινωνίας οὐδὲν ὑγιές, ἀλλ᾿ ἄκρατος καὶ μέθη
καὶ παροινίαι καὶ ἡ τούτων ἔκγονος ὕβρις· σύνοδοι καὶ κλῖναι προσονομάζονται ὑπὸ τῶν ἐγχωρίων. Philo, Against
Flaccus XVII.136 (Colson, LCL)
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state and city primarily included “boards of civic functionaries, board of priests or priestesses
connected with the temples, and youth-based organizations connected with the gymnasia.”7
In terms of the nomenclature of the various associations in the Graeco-Roman world, I
will be using the terms ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ association following the typology of Richard
Last and Philip Harland. I find compelling their argument that this typology is most useful and
all-inclusive in understanding associations in the Graeco-Roman world, since it avoids the
pitfalls of previous typologies that often sought to base classification on some primary purpose.
They define ‘unofficial’ associations as “certain groupings located socially between the
structures of the family and the official structures of the city or village in the eastern
Mediterranean.”8 The adjective “unofficial” in the phrase “simply mean[s] that such associations
were not consistently sustained by resources from civic or imperial institutions and that their
membership was not defined primarily in terms of citizenship or in terms of belonging within
civic subdivisions.”9
Tracing the phenomenon of these associations, Kloppenborg notes:
Voluntary associations—collegia in Latin, thiasoi, koina, orgeones, eranoi, and a
variety of other terms in Greek— are essentially phenomena of the Hellenistic
period, of the urban centers and of the urban poor. Although the mention of
hieron orgeones and thiasotai in Solon’s laws indicates that associations were in
existence in sixth-century Athens, it was the age after Alexander that witnessed
the striking proliferation of these associations.10
7
Richard Last and Philip A. Harland, Group Survival in the Ancient Mediterranean: Rethinking Material
Conditions in the Landscape of Jews and Christians (London: T&T Clark, 2020), 12. Last and Harland observe that
the functions of the “official” and “unofficial” associations do overlap.
8

Last and Harland, Group Survival in the Ancient Mediterranean, 8.
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Last and Harland, Group Survival in the Ancient Mediterranean, 1–13.
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John S. Kloppenborg, “Collegia and Thiasoi: Issues in Function, Taxonomy and Membership,” in
Voluntary Associations in the Graeco-Roman World, ed. John S. Kloppenborg and Stephen G. Wilson (London:
Routledge, 1996), 16–30, here 17. Kloppenborg acknowledges that the adjective ‘voluntary’ does not apply in some
cases. For this, see John S. Kloppenborg, “Greco-Roman Thiasoi, The Ekklesia at Corinth, and Conflict
Management,” in Redescribing Paul and the Corinthians, ed. Ron Cameron and Merrill Miller (Atlanta: SBL Press,
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Therefore, I will treat the Christ group in Corinth as an unofficial association in the
Graeco-Roman world. This insight is not a new one since pagan writers also saw early Christ
groups as resembling Graeco-Roman associations. For example, Pliny the Younger used the
word ‘collegia’ to classify the early Christ groups and Lucian describes them as a new mystery
(καινὴν τελετὴν).11 This means Christ groups share the associative practices in its milieu in first
century Corinth. These practices include their attitudes in matters of finance, relations to the
polis, frequency of meetings, burial practices, provision of relief, patronage system, common
meals, and conflict management.12 In using this categorization, my argument benefits from one
of the most fruitful results on the study of early Christianity in its environment. Many of these
unofficial associations were based on shared cult, political interests, occupation, neighborhood,
ethnicity, and social needs.13 The presence and ubiquity of these associations is illuminated in
part by literary evidence but much more by the innumerable inscriptional records by these
associations.14 The understanding of the early Christian groups as an association in the Graeco-

2011), 187–218, here 191. In this regard, Last and Harland note that it does not make much sense to talk about a
purple-dyer voluntarily joining with other purple dyers or to imagine that a Judean, Idumean or a Phoenician will
have nothing to do with local groups formed around that common sense of ethnicity. See Last and Harland, Group
Survival in the Ancient Mediterranean, 12.
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Pliny, Letters, 10.96 (Radice, LCL); The Passing of Peregrinus, 11(Harmon, LCL).
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Light of Statutes of Hellenistic Association,” Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 722 (1994): 251–70.
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1988a), 1167–97. See also, idem, “Roman Associations, Dinner Parties, and Clubs,” in Civilization of the Ancient
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Commentary II: North Coast of the Black Sea, Asia Minor (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2014); John S. Kloppenborg,
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Roman world is today a near consensus in New Testament scholarship. This consensus is
captured by Kloppenborg and Ascough when they note that:
The dossier represented by associations form an essential component for thinking
about the associative practice of early Christ-groups as they arose in the cities of
the East and eventually in Rome and throughout the Empire. Christ groups did not
originate or flourish in a cultural vacuum; given the density and distribution of
associations throughout the Mediterranean; it is inevitable that Christ-groups
came into contact with numerous associations.15
Also, important to note with regard to this study is that “common meals were among the
most consistent practices of associations and guilds on the ancient Mediterranean.”16 It is with
this background idea of the Graeco-Roman unofficial associations that we now survey the city of
Corinth.
The City of Corinth
The city of Corinth is a near-perfect example of where the diverse nature of the Graeco-Roman
meal tradition can be seen at work. Corinth was originally established as a Greek city in the
Neolithic period (ca. 6500 – 5000 BCE) and was occupied by the Myceneans.17 Corinth’s
prominence in the ancient world is well attested in literature. Strabo for instance, writes that,

Walter de Gruyter, 2020); Richard S. Ascough, Philip A. Harland and John S. Kloppenborg, Associations in the
Greco-Roman World: A Sourcebook (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2012); G.H.R. Horsley, A Review of the
Greek Inscriptions and Papyri Published in New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity, 5 vols. (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1981–1989); S.R. Llewelyn, A Review of the Greek Inscriptions and Papyri Published in New
Documents Illustrating Early Christianity, 5 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992– 2012); Herbert Chayyim
Youtie, “The Kline of Sarapis,” HTR 41 (1948): 9–29; Colin Roberts, Theodore C. Skeat, and Arthur Darby Nock,
“The Guild of Zeus Hypsistos,” HTR 29 (1936): 39–88. Also, quite helpful in this regard is The Packard Humanities
Institute (PHI) inscriptions database by Cornell University, and the Ohio State University:
https://inscriptions.packhum.org and by Philip Harland on http://philipharland.com/greco-roman-associations/
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GRA I:13. See also: Philip A. Harland, “The Most Sacred Society (thiasos) of the Pythagoreans:”
Philosophers forming Associations,” Journal of Ancient History 7 (2019): 207–32. Kloppenborg, Christ’s
Associations, 23–54.
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James R. Harrison, “Introduction: Excavating the Urban Life of Roman Corinth,” in The First Urban
Churches 2, ed. James R. Harrison and L.L. Welborn (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016), 1–45. In Homer, it was Sisyphus
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Corinth is called “wealthy” because of its commerce, since it is situated on the
Isthmus and is master of two harbours, of which the one leads straight to Asia,
and the other to Italy; and it makes easy the exchange of merchandise from both
countries that are so far distant from each other.18
The Greek city of Corinth was destroyed in 146 BCE by the soldiers of Lucius Mummius
to put an end to a revolt by the local population. Diodorus Siculus has a record of this destruction
of the city:
Of Corinth the poets had sung in earlier time: Corinth, bright star of Hellas. This
was the city that, to the dismay of later ages, was now wiped out by her
conquerors. Nor was it only at the time of her downfall that Corinth evoked great
compassion from those that saw her; even in later times, when they saw the city
levelled to the ground, all who looked upon her were moved to pity. No traveller
passing by but wept, though he beheld but a few scant relics of her past prosperity
and glory.19
Just before he died, Caesar established a Roman colony in 44 BCE on the spot where
Greek Corinth, destroyed in 146 BCE, once laid.20 Though this new Corinth was established as a
Roman colony, the population of Roman Corinth was ethnically and socially diverse from its
inception.21 While it is reasonable to assume that the first colonists were Roman citizens, Marcin
Pawlak observes that, “with time, natural demographic processes started to take place, which on

that founded the city and was its first King. See Homer, Iliad. 6.152–153 (Murray, LCL); Homer, Odyssey, 11.734
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the one hand increased the original diversity, and on the other hand reinforced the strongest
element of this diversity, i.e. Greekness.”22 In the words of James Harrison,
It would be naïve to assume that aspects of the Greek culture and traditional
mythology associated with the pre–146 BCE city were not revived in the new
Roman colony. It would be equally naïve to assume that Roman and Greek
identities in the colony did not somehow intersect to create elements of (what
some scholars, drawing on Homi K. Bhabha’s sociological research, have called)
hybrid identity for its inhabitants.23
This phenomenon of diversity also occurred on the level of language as the initially
dominant Latin gave way to Greek. Despite the significant evidence we have of public Latin
inscriptions (a normal feature in a Roman colony), eventually, Greek graffiti or writings on
pottery were more numerous than Latin ones. That Paul, for instance, wrote his letter to the
Christian community in Corinth in Greek, in a bid to reach a greater number of people, is an
attestation to the popularity of Greek in this Roman colony.24
The diversity of Corinth is not limited to its Greek and Latin cultures. The pantheon of
Roman Corinth was filled with cults from the Near East, with Judaism and Christianity entering
the fold.25 The Egyptian cult of Isis was not left out, capturing the literary imagination, as the
initiation of Lucius into the mysteries of Isis in the second century Latin novel, Metamorphoses,
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took place at Kenchreai, the eastern port of Corinth.26 So, in the end, Roman Corinth was not too
Roman after all. It became a cosmopolitan Graeco-Roman city. Not only does Corinthian
diversity make it a significant site to study the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, but the city—
alongside Athens—also had a significant impact on meal traditions in the Graeco-Roman world.
In particular, pottery from Corinth was well regarded in the ancient world.27 Kathleen Lynch
notes that “the Eurytos krater provides the earliest description of drinkers reclining. Interestingly,
this vase was made in Corinth but found in an Etruscan tomb in Cerveteri, Italy.”28
All this means that the city of Corinth was a perfect place for an argument about a meal
tradition to break out, especially given the possibility of diverse meal ideologies operating in the
city. Richard Ascough notes the data we have is sufficient “to assume that Corinth was similar to
cities across the Greek and Roman empires in having an array of associations populating the
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Apuleius, Metamorphoses (The Golden Ass), X. 19 (Hanson, LCL). The worship of Cybele, Isis and
Sarapis was attested in the later Hellenistic period in Corinth. Also attested was the worship of Asclepius, Zeus,
Athena, Hera, Herakles, Aphrodite, Demeter, and Kore. See Mary E. Hoskins Walbank, “The Cults of Roman
Corinth: Public Ritual and Personal Beliefs,” in Roman Peloponnese III: Society, Economy and Culture Under the
Roman Empire: Continuity and Innovation, ed. A.D. Rizakis and Cl. E. Lepenioti (Athens: The Nationale Hellenic
Research Foundation Institute for Greek and Roman Antiquity, 2010), 357–74.
27
28

Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters, III.128d; V.199e; V.205c (Olson, LCL)

Kathleen M. Lynch, “Drinking and Dining,” in A Companion to Greek Art, ed. Tyler Jo Smith and
Dimitris Plantzos (New Jersey: John Wiley and Sons, 2018), 525–42, here 537. This krater is now in the Louvre. In
an article on the site Padel-Imbaud Sophie describes the krater as depicting the myth of Heracles at the palace of
Eurytos. According to Padel-Imbaud: “The inscriptions indicate that the banquet illustrated on side A is a minor
episode from the Herakles cycle. After completing his labors for Eurystheus, Herakles arrived at the court of King
Eurytos, who was holding an archery contest with the hand of his daughter Iole as the prize. Herakles won the
contest, but a dispute then broke out, during the course of which Herakles slew Iphitos, one of the sons of Eurytos.
The artist has chosen to illustrate the scene before the tragedy, when everyone is present at the banquet. Herakles only recognizable thanks to his short hair - is shown on the far right. He appears to be conversing with his neighbor
Iphitos, while Eurytos is facing his other guests. If the inscriptions and the presence of Iole did not help identify the
episode, the scene could have been illustrating any aristocratic banquet, where noblemen gathered together, semireclining on couches placed alongside low tables groaning with food and drink.” Padel-Imbaud Sophie, “Corinthian
Column Krater: Department of Greek, Etruscan, and Roman Antiquities: Archaic Greek Art (7th–6th centuries
BC),” https://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/corinthian-column-krater See also, Oswyn Murray, “Violence at the
Symposium,” in The Topography of Violence in the Greco-Roman World, ed. Werner Reiss and Garrett G. Fagan
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urban landscape.”29 Paul’s remark at the beginning of this letter asking the Christ followers to
“consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by human standards,
not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth” (1:26) should be interpreted as a remark
about the diversity not just of the Christ group (i.e., that some were educated and some were
wealthy) but also of the city of Corinth.30 Moreover, the presence of people of diverse cultures,
different cults, and multiple languages intensified the competing ideologies at work in the city of
Corinth. By placing the Christ group in Corinth side by side with other unofficial associations in
the Graeco-Roman world which also existed in this diverse city, we get a sense of the extent of
their conversation(s) in these unofficial associations and how the Christ group retained some
practices of these associations and moved away from others.31 However, before we do that, we
will take a look at how Paul structured his letter to the Christ group in Corinth and how this
structuring impacts our interpretation of the section on the Lord’s Supper.
1 Corinthians: Themes and Structure32
The Christian community at Corinth was founded by Paul in 51 CE, during his second
missionary journey.33 The various letters to the Corinthians were written, however, on Paul’s
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third missionary journey. The first letter to the Corinthians was probably written during the
spring or autumn of 54 CE from Ephesus.34 The present first letter as we have it was not,
however, the first letter Paul wrote to the Corinthians.35 Neither was this letter the last. Paul
wrote of an earlier letter in what we know today as 1 Cor.36 Jerome Murphy-O’Connor also notes
the painful letter hinted at in 2 Cor 2:4.37 According to Murphy-O’Connor, “the intensity of
Paul’s relationship with the Corinthians is illustrated by the fact that he wrote more letters to
them than to any other church.”38 In total we therefore have evidence for at least four letters.39
Paul’s relationship to the Christ group at Corinth was both complex and rocky.40 After he
left the city, Paul kept himself up to date with happenings in Corinth from a variety of sources.
The information on which he based the first part of his letter came from “Chloe’s people” (1 Cor
1:11). The third part of the letter—where the subject matter of my argument lies— seems to have
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been a response to specific questions raised by the Corinthians themselves in a letter to Paul (1
Cor 7:1). Finally, some information also seems to have come to Paul through Stephanas,
Fortunatus, and Achaicus, members of the Corinthian community who had recently come to Paul
in Ephesus (1 Cor 16:15–18).41
In 1 Corinthians it would appear that Paul was responding in a disorderly manner to a
random set of questions and problems connected with the Corinthian community. However, on a
closer inspection, there is a rough unity to the problems dealt with by Paul as well as to his
approach to their solution.42 The problems experienced by the Corinthian Christ group revolves
around the proper understanding of the ideas of wisdom, freedom, enthusiasm, and the
consequences of these ideas on their lives. The Christ group in Corinth or at least some
individuals in this group seem to have experienced themselves as already “perfect,” that is as
already having been taken over by the power of God in consequence of their becoming followers
of Christ.43 To some of these followers, their baptism had granted them a ‘resurrection’ with
Christ. This they translated existentially to mean that they were no longer bound by any specific
code of behavior. Paul, therefore, spent much of this letter showing these so-called “perfect”
Corinthians that they are called as Christ’s followers to be solicitous of the needs and
sensitivities of their neighbors, and that proper conduct is important and should not be dispensed
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with. Most importantly, he emphasizes in a very long section, at the end, that resurrection is a
future reality. In view of this future resurrection, their present lives mattered, since they are still
in the world and how they act in the world is important for their Christian lives and their future
reality.44 Thus, in 1 Corinthians, Paul shows that faith and belief has to do with how one lives
one’s life in the light of Christ. The great attraction of this letter is that Paul is dealing with how
one lives and not simply with how one thinks.45
In terms of structure, our pericope, 1 Cor 11:17–34, is a part of the third section (7:1—
16:18).46 This section of the letter deals with specific questions the Corinthians wrote to Paul
about seeking his opinions (or decisions). This whole section starts with Paul writing, “Now
concerning the matters about which you wrote.” (1 Cor 7:1). He then goes on to attend to
numerous questions, which range from sexual relations and marital status to food being offered
to idols, resurrection from the dead, and questions of worship. The subsection that covers the
questions of worship treat, then, the role of women in worship, spiritual gifts, and the community
meal. Our pericope— focusing on the community meal— falls under the subsection which
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addresses questions of divine worship.47 This structure in itself— Paul’s grouping of the question
of the crises involving the community meal under the section on divine worship—is an
indication that Paul considers the community meal as a part of a divine event/drama. This
structuring of the material by Paul should therefore be regarded as important in defining the
nature of the community meal at Corinth.
1 Cor 11:17–34 and the ICM of a Graeco-Roman Banquet
Before we describe how the Lord’s Supper instantiates the prototype of the Graeco-Roman
banquet, it is important that we situate it within the cognitive model of a banquet in the GraecoRoman world. The meal described in the group meeting in our pericope meets the criteria of the
Idealized Cognitive Model of the Graeco-Roman Banquet in the following ways.
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A Gathering of More Than Two Persons.
This letter mentions at least seven individuals in the church at Corinth with some of these
individuals belonging to households. These include Chloe and her people: 1. 11; Crispus and
Gaius 1:14; Apollo, who would also have been in Corinth for some time: 1:12; the household of
Stephanas 16: 15; Fortunatus: 16. 17; and Achaicus: 16.17. Also mentioned in this letter are the
couple, Aquila and Priscilla (16:19), who according to the narrator of The Acts of the Apostles
(18: 1–2) moved to Corinth when Emperor Claudius ordered all Jews to leave Rome, an event
dated by Suetonius to 49 CE.48
A Meal and Drink
There was also a meal involved. Specifically, only bread is mentioned. (11:24). While
only the cup is mentioned, scholars have always assumed that the content of this cup is wine
(11:25). The Lord’s Supper narrative in 1 Corinthians is not alone in failing to reveal the
contents of the cup. In the texts of the Last Supper narrative, there is no single reference to the
contents of the ποτήριον. Additionally, there is also not a single occurrence of the word for wine
(οἶνος) in the texts of the Last Supper narrative in the New Testament. While it is safe to assume
that the cup does contain wine, the lack of explicitness does not mean, as Fergus King argues,
that the “individual writer’s focus on either the cup or contents is irrelevant or of secondary
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importance.”49 It also not enough to argue that “the cup is not the focus but its contents,” when
we are not even told what the contents were.50 We know for a fact that some groups of
Christians in the first centuries of the movement used water and not wine in their common
meals.51 What this means is that while in all cases there was some food and drink at least, there
was also considerable variety in the content of the meal from one community to another.
The Intentionality of a Meaningful Conversation:
I take the words of the institution narrative in our pericope as fulfilling the requirement of
the intentionality of a meaningful conversation. The institution narratives in 11:24–25—which at
this stage were not fixed formulas—should be seen as a form of the theologiae that were also
attested in other unofficial associations.52 Like all theologiae in similar associations, the role of
these narratives was primarily catechetical in nature. That theologiae were catechetical in nature
will also mean they have come to assume a form of the tradition known to the community and
can therefore be handed on. The passing-on of tradition in a structured form is something that
was very much alive and practiced in Judaism as well as in other societies in the Graeco-Roman
world.53
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Having established that the Lord’s Supper in Corinth possessed the properties of the ICM
of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition, I will now analyze how this meal instantiates the prototype
by analyzing the characteristics of the prototype of the Graeco-Roman banquet vis-à-vis the
Lord’s Supper in Corinth.
1 Cor 11:17–34 and the characteristics of the Symposion
The Reclining of the Participants
1 Corinthians 11:17–34 does not make any reference to the reclining of the participants at
the community meal, as neither the nominal nor verbal forms for reclining appear in this
pericope. However, the community at Corinth and Paul are familiar with this posture. When
warning the Corinthians against false idols Paul writes,
ἐὰν γάρ τις ἴδῃ σὲ τὸν ἔχοντα γνῶσιν ἐν εἰδωλείῳ κατακείμενον, οὐχὶ ἡ
συνείδησις αὐτοῦ ἀσθενοῦς ὄντος οἰκοδομηθήσεται εἰς τὸ τὰ εἰδωλόθυτα ἐσθίειν
For if someone sees you, who possess knowledge, reclining in the temple of an
idol, will this person having a weak conscience not be encouraged (literarily build
up) to eat food sacrificed to idols? 1 Cor 8:18 (Translation mine).54
It is sometimes difficult to interpret the actual reality of the verbal forms denoting
reclining in translating the passages in the New Testament. For instance, the various pericopes on
the feeding of the Five thousand all use verbs for reclining at an event in which that would have
been impossible.55 However, in 1 Corinthians, the fact that the context makes reference to the
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precincts of a temple makes it very likely that κατακείμενον does mean reclining and that this
was the sense in which the Corinthians must have understood it.56 Since Corinth was both an
intellectual and cultural center, as well as a vital link in the commercial network of the eastern
Mediterranean where it served as capital for the senatorial province of Achaea, it was an ideal
place to display the elitist posture of reclining.57 In this light, it is safe to assume that some
members of the Christ groups in Corinth were wealthy enough to own couches in their homes.58
Therefore, the possibility of reclining for at least some at the Lord’s Supper becomes more
realistic. Additionally, Jesus’ instructions to his disciples in Mark 14:12–16 (cf. Matt 26:17–19;
Luke 22:8–18) to prepare for the Passover by going to “the owner of a house to prepare a room
upstairs, furnished and ready” seem to point to a room that might have couches for reclining that
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were owned by a benefactor of Jesus. All these suggest that reclining is a posture the Corinthians
must have been aware of and taken at meals.
However, it is also possible that some would have to sit during the dinner.59 At the dinner
in Lazarus’s house, Mary was described as sitting (i.e., παρακαθέζομαι) at the feet of Jesus.
Relatedly, it is possible that at this meal some would have reclined, and others would have sat,
since it was not unusual to find both reclining and sitting as alternative postures at the same
dinner in the Graeco-Roman world. Autolycus was described by Xenophon as sitting (καθίζω)
by his father Lycon.60 While our text is silent about the posture at the dinner of the Lord’s
Supper in Corinth, we can say that the most likely scenario would be that some members would
have reclined, while others would have been seated. In this regard, the Lord’s Supper in Corinth
shares the feature of reclining that is an element of the prototype of the Graeco-Roman banquet.
The Order of the Lord’s Supper.
On this characteristic of the prototype, our pericope is very clear that there were two parts
of the meal and these were denoted as the eating and the drinking. Paul, while redescribing the
Last Supper, echoes the words of Jesus, as he notes that Jesus picked the cup after supper. Paul’s
words are worth recounting in full here.
Ἐγὼ γὰρ παρέλαβον ἀπὸ τοῦ κυρίου καὶ παρέδωκα ὑμῖν, ὅτι ὁ κύριος Ἰησοῦς ἐν
τῇ νυκτὶ ᾗ παρεδίδετο ἔλαβεν ἄρτον καὶ εὐχαριστήσας ἔκλασεν καὶ εἶπεν· Τοῦτό
59
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μού ἐστιν τὸ σῶμα τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν τοῦτο ποιεῖτε εἰς τὴν ἐμὴν ἀνάμνησιν. ὡσαύτως
καὶ τὸ ποτήριον μετὰ τὸ δειπνῆσαι λέγων Τοῦτο τὸ ποτήριον ἡ καινὴ διαθήκη
ἐστὶν ἐν τῷ ἐμῷ αἵματι τοῦτο ποιεῖτε, ὁσάκις ἐὰν πίνητε, εἰς τὴν ἐμὴν ἀνάμνησιν.
For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on
the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given
thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body that is for you. Do this in
remembrance of me.” In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying,
“This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in
remembrance of me,” (1 Cor 11:23–25).
The defining phrase here is μετὰ τὸ δειπνῆσαι “after supper” and that shows that the
drinking was after supper (δείπνον).61 Luke in 22:20 has ‘μετὰ τὸ δειπνῆσαι,’ the same phrasing
as in 1 Cor 11: 25, to show that the drinking was after supper. The two other narratives of the
Last Supper have phrasings different from Paul and Luke: ἐσθιόντων δὲ αὐτῶν in Matt 26:26 and
ἐσθιόντων αὐτῶν in Mark 14:22. This may denote communities that did not have the resources
for the luxury of reclining. More likely however is that these phrasings might be reflecting the
fluidity of the texts of the institution narrative, which at this stage were not strictly formulaic.62
In both cases (Matthew and Mark), the absence of μετὰ τὸ δειπνῆσαι is not a decisive argument
against the division of the meal into two parts. The acts of eating and drinking were still
described as two different aspects of the Last Supper in all the narratives describing the meal in
the New Testament.
Relatedly, some have argued that early Christians had two separate meals (and not two
sequential events within a meal) at the Lord’s Supper. These meals were called the agape
(communal feasting), and the Lord’s Supper proper. However, there is little evidence for two
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separate meals in Paul’s letter to Corinth.63 Joseph Fitzmyer’s argument that early Christ groups
had both the agape and Lord’s Supper is based on literary evidence from Pliny the Younger,
Jude, and Ignatius.64 However, his evidence from Jude, Ignatius, and Pliny the Younger calls for
caution, since it comes from texts that are much later than our pericope. Additionally, the text
from Pliny the Younger did not state that they met twice for meals. It does say they met first
before dawn—with no mention of meal—and then gathered again for the common meal.
However, there is evidence for two separate meals at gatherings of Christians. This was
much later and not earlier than the fourth century.65 According to Andrew McGowan, it was in
the fourth century that substantial meals in households and in other small, settings were
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distinguished clearly from eucharistic gatherings of whole Christian communities.66 This then
resulted in these domestic gatherings of select Christian invitees being called agape, a term that
had previously been applied to eucharistic banquets of wider christian community.67 However, in
earlier our evidence both “eucharist” and “agape” were “terms by which particular communities
referred to their whole meal tradition, rather than to specific and clearly defined alternative
procedures.”68
On the subject of the menu of the meal, our text is terse. The menu could have been
solely bread or bread eaten with another set of foods, with the offering of the bread in this latter
case starting off the meal. The ubiquity of bread in meals in the Graeco-Roman world is well
attested in many sources, and the popularity of the worship of Demeter as the giver of the grain
also substantiates the fame of the grain.69 Lynceus of Samos was quoted in The Learned
Banqueters as saying that an enormous amount of bread was served at the beginning and at the
middle of meals.70 Bread is also mentioned at the communal meals described in the Dead Sea
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scrolls.71 The eating of bread as a first act of the meal is attested during Jewish meals, especially
the Jewish Passover. The act of blessing and breaking of bread was the first act of many Jewish
meals, and this action came to stand as a term for the whole meal.72 In the inscriptional evidence
we have bread is also an important food.73
As earlier noted, the content of the cup in this pericope is not disclosed but the popularity
of wine in the Graeco-Roman world—with the worship of Dionysus— and the use of the phrase
‘this fruit of the vine’— τούτου τοῦ γενήματος τῆς ἀμπέλου— in a parallel passage (Matt 26:29)
suggests that the content of the cup likely was wine. Wine was also attested in Jewish meals
including during the Passover, in the communal meals in the Dead Sea scrolls and in some
inscriptions of the Graeco-Roman world.74 However, some caution should be exercised here
about the contents of the cup, since McGowan points out that,
While the relative ease of access to wine of at least some quality, as well as the
conventions related to both Jewish and pagan religious traditions, might suggest
that silence regarding the contents of the cup should be interpreted in favour of
the presence of wine, there are in fact numerous indications that the use of wine
was controversial in early Christian communities. Not only are there plentiful
examples of eucharistic meals involving water, but there are also others where no
cup is found at all.75
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From the above analysis, it is obvious that the Lord’s Supper in Corinth follows the
prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition in its sequential order and in the menu of the
meal. The sequence is not unique, and menu is not extraordinary.
Libation
This characteristic of the prototype is absent in Paul’s description of the Lord’s Supper in
Corinth. There have been attempts to link the ritual of the cup to the ritual of libation.76 I am
arguing that this link is neither based in the text nor does this link fit the idea of libation in the
Graeco-Roman world. However, some points will be helpful in establishing this argument.
First, the word often used for libation to capture the main action of a libation— which is
pouring—in Graeco-Roman text (σπένδω) is absent from this passage and there is no reference
to any pouring in our pericope.77 Remarkably in passages of the institution narrative that parallel
our pericope this word (σπένδω) is also absent. The σπένδω is also always in honor of the gods
and there is no evidence of such in the early Christ groups’ common meals.78 The verb used in
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Klingdhart writes, “All four accounts of the Last Supper qualify the cup as the cup of libation ceremony”
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“Eucharistic Words” in the Context of Greco-Roman Meals: An outline of their Meaning in the Light of the
Seminar’s Achievements” (paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the SBL, Atlanta, 2010), 1–19, here 7. See
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195
these parallel passages for the pouring is the participial form of ἐκχέω.79 An analysis of the liquid
offering at cultic rituals show that the New Testament writers have settled for a verbal form
associated with blood rituals and not the verbal form association with wine rituals (libation).
While the Israelite blood ritual is sometimes thought of and associated with libation, it is entirely
different.80 Not only are these two ideas different for the ancient Jews, but the linguistic
terminology is also different. The Israelite blood ritual is often in relation to the cleansing of
impurity, and it is rooted in the notions of bloodguilt and its expiation.81 The Graeco-Roman
libation on the other hand is either an acknowledgment of the gods as a giver of the liquid being
poured or as a token to the gods invoking them to have their share in the meal.82
Northwest Semitic (Hebrew and Aramaic are included in this grouping) often use the
word ´( ָשַׁפšāp̱aḵ) when talking of “pouring” and particularly of “spilling” blood.83 Bo Johnson
writes that for the blood cult in Israel, the most common verb is špk. The only deviation from this
pattern of usage for špk is found in Lev 8:15; 9:9—the narrative of Aaron’s consecration and first
sacrifice—where another verb for pouring—yṣq— was used in the same construction as the
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usual špk.84 One very interesting linguistic observation is that ´( ָשַׁפšāp̱aḵ)—the word used in
connection with the spilling or pouring of blood—was as a rule translated in the LXX using a
Greek verbal form of ἐκχέω, which was the same word used in connection with the cup at the
Lord’s Supper.85 For example, in 1 Kgs 18:28, the LXX uses the nominal form ἐκχύσεως
(ékchysis) for the infinitive of špk and in Lev 4:12, the LXX repeats the same word—
ἐκχύσεως—for the nominal form of šep̱eḵ.86 The importance of the narratives of the Lord’s
Supper using ἐκχύσεως, the word that translates the Hebrew word for the outpouring of blood
ritual, is that this places the Lord’s Supper in the category of a Jewish blood ritual.87
That libation and the verbal form of σπένδω were known to the Jews is shown in some
references in the Old Testament where the verb σπένδω is used, mainly in a ritual context
translating the Hebrew root word ´( נסnsk).88 Σπένδω was known to the Jews and it was used to
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Gen 35:14; Exod 25:29, 30:9, 38:12; Num 4:7, 28:7; 1 Chr 11:18; Hos 9:4; Jer 7:18, 19:13, 39:29, 51:17,
19, 25; Ezek 20:28. (All the references are from LXX). A notable instance of libation in Second Temple Judaism

197
describe the ritual pouring of liquids (except blood).89 While σπένδω is used twice in the New
Testament, it is not in the context of a meal or ritual but in the metaphorical context of Paul
pouring out his life as a libation.90 As pointed out in chapter three, a libation must always involve
a pouring out on a surface, an activity which the term σπένδω best captured.91 This act of
pouring out of the liquid on a surface is again absent from our texts on the Last Supper and
especially as it relates to the Lord’s Supper in Corinth. Additionally, Paul never referenced
libations or compared the cup to it.92 Charles H. Cosgrove rightly asks if there is a sufficient
basis for making libation and the blessing of the cup in the Lord’s Supper in Corinth
equivalent.93
While one admits this verbal link between the Jewish blood ritual and the cup in the texts
of the institution narratives, one must always note that this link is metaphorical since in our
pericope and its parallel passages, there was no actual act of pouring and the contents of the cup
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flowed into the altar simultaneously. Cf. Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, “The Sukkot Wine Libation,” in Ki Baruch Hu:
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was drunk. Jews have a ritual reason to avoid the consumption of blood.94 While I argue that the
cup in the Lord’s Supper at Corinth is not a cup of libation but has more to do with the Jewish
blood ritual, this link with the blood ritual is a metaphorical link and not to be taken literally.
Therefore, if comparisons between the Lord’s Supper and other Graeco-Roman meals cannot
identify a subtle difference such as this between libation and the cup in the Lord’s Supper at
Corinth, the meaning and the distinctive character of the latter is lost.
One reason why the cup in the texts of the institution narrative is often equated with the act
of libation is because it is believed that libation grounds the religious character of the Symposion.
However, the question of whether libation makes the symposion a religious event is one that needs
to be answered on its own. In this regard, it has often been argued that the Graeco-Roman world
did not make a separation between the sacred and the profane— or at least, the ‘sacred versus
secular or profane’ model is not applicable to ancient meals.95 The major evidence adduced for
this argument is the ritual of libation in formal meal contexts.96
While not denying that the libation gives the beginning of the symposion a religious
character, it does not establish the symposion (or any meal) as a religious event. In fact, libation
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takes place when the first part of the meal has been concluded, as a form of transition between
the two acts of the meal event.97 Libation itself is the only part of the meal that references the
gods, not the symposion as a whole. Once the gods have been given their due, the symposion
itself assumes a non-sacral character. Libation links the act of pouring to the gods; it does not
link the whole meal event to the gods. Even Demeter, the goddess of grain—in spite of the
popularity of bread in the Graeco-Roman world—has no space in the dinner before the
Symposion. Religious feasting, in the words of Oswyn Murray, belongs elsewhere and not in the
symposion.98 In spite of the ritual of libation, the gods do not assume any significance during the
symposion, which was often characterized by excessive drinking and wasting of the rest of the
wine on playing kottabos.99 The libation to the gods reflects the beliefs of those at the symposion
about the relationship of the wine element and the gods.100 It does not reveal anything about the
religious character of the symposion itself.101 Libation tells us more about the contemporary
beliefs about wine and not about the religious character of the symposion.
In the Learned Banqueters, Athenaeus describes dinners in Alexandria in which people
shout, scream and swear at the wine-steward, the waiter, and the cook, while their slaves cry out
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in pain from the mistreatment they received during the course of the dinner.102 His conclusion is
that:
And not only are the guests thoroughly disgusted as they consume their meal but
if this is a sacrificial rite (ἀλλὰ κἂν τύχῃ θυσία τις οὖσα), the god will cover his
face (ὁ θεὸς οἰχήσεται) and leave, abandoning not just the house, but the entire
city; for it is ridiculous that the same person who called for words of good omen
only is now cursing his wife and his children.103
Athenaeus’ conditional statement about the presence of the gods in this remark shows
that some in the Graeco-Roman world did not regard the presence of the gods as consequential at
some banquets even after ‘words of good omen’ have been recited.104 For the Lord’s Supper
because the Lord is present, the behavior of the participants has consequences. The GraecoRoman world’s attitudes to the gods are definitely more complex than our neat separation of
church and state presumes—a distinction which is not as neat as we often claim.105 Tim
Whitmarsh notes, for instance, that the idea that everything in the ancient world is immersed in a
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religious climate does not recognize that there were those in the Graeco-Roman world who held
opinions that we today might consider atheistic or agnostic. Whitmarsh writes,
It is of course undeniable that religion has dominated human culture as far back as
we can trace it. The problem lies with the normative claims built on that
observation. Too often religious practice is imagined to be the regular state of
affair, needing no explanation whereas any kind of deviation is seen as weird or
remarkable.106
In relation to meals, Fergus King captures this need to be careful in dealing with the
religious complexity of the ancient world when he writes that “meals in ancient societies can
include what we might differentiate as both sacred, that is eaten in a religious context, and
secular. However, this distinction need not conform to ours.”107
This study sees the relationship between a sacred and a ‘non-sacred’ space in the GraecoRoman world in terms of sacral and non-sacral rather than sacred and profane.108 It is within this
distinction that the sacred and religious character of a meal should be evaluated. A sacred event
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is governed by the rules of piety. In such a space, sacrilege is possible and often there are
warnings against sacrilegious acts.
A non-sacral event does not mean that that event is not under the eyes of the gods, but
that the event is not described as primarily the space of the gods but the space of mortals. A nonsacral event does not deny the presence of the gods, but in such events the primary focus is not
on the honor and power of the gods but relationship among mortals. While a sacred event—
including all sacred meals— are primarily the space of the gods, non-sacral events are
secondarily so. In a sacred event, the honor and power of the gods assume the center stage, and
this opens the door for a possible sacrilege. This relationship in Greek can be captured—though
imperfectly— in the ta hiera (things of the gods) and ta hosia (human sphere) distinction.109
While sacrilege and injustice are possible within a ta hiera sphere, injustice is the vice
conceivable in a ta hosia sphere.110
This distinction between ta hiera and ta hosia is made clear in some Greek sources. In
Demosthenes’s argument Against Timocrates, he notes that:
To think that, when he and Androtion were in office, he never had any
compassion for the great body of your fellow-citizens, who were exhausted with
paying income-tax, and that then when Androtion was called upon to refund
money, both sacred and civil, which he had long before stolen from the State, he
must needs propose a law to deprive you of the double repayment of civil, and the
tenfold repayment of sacred, liabilities! Thus, the whole mass of you citizens has
been attacked by a man who was immediately afterwards to pretend that he had
framed his law as a friend of the people.
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ἠδικηκότων καὶ ὕστερον ἀδικησόντων τοὺς νόμους ἔθηκεν; θαυμάζω δ᾿, ὦ
ἄνδρες δικασταί, τῆς ἀναιδείας αὐτοῦ, τὸ ἡνίκα μὲν ἦρχεν αὐτὸς μετ᾿
Ἀνδροτίωνος, τὸν ἔλεον τοῦτον ἐπὶ τῷ πλήθει τῷ ὑμετέρῳ μὴ ποιήσασθαι, τῷ
ἀπειρηκότι τὰ ἑαυτοῦ χρήματ᾿ εἰσφέροντι, ἐπειδὴ δ᾿ Ἀνδροτίωνα ἔδει ἃ πάλαι
ὑφῄρητο τῆς πόλεως χρήματα καταθεῖναι, τὰ μὲν ἱερά, τὰ δ᾿ ὅσια, τότε θεῖναι τὸν
νόμον ἐπ᾿ ἀποστερήσει τῶν μὲν ὁσίων τῆς διπλασίας, τῶν ἱερῶν δὲ τῆς
δεκαπλασίας.111
Α close analogy to this ta hiera and ta hosia relationship can be seen in the Ten
commandments of Judaism. The ta hiera will be the rules that discuss respecting God, while the
ta hosia will be the rules that prescribe fundamental rules of conduct between humans.112
What this means for my argument is that we must take a closer look at the distinction
between what was sacred and what was not sacred in the Graeco-Roman world. Libation does
not make a meal sacred. This distinction between what is sacred and what is civil needs to be
maintained especially in civil meals that appear to be sacred but are not. This distinction will
help us to interpret what goes on in formal meals in the Graeco-Roman world that are non-sacral
but nevertheless have libation.113 The interpretation of the incidence of sickness and death in
Corinth among the Christ group in this city is incomprehensible if this distinction is erased or
blurred. At work in Corinth in Paul’s interpretation of the misfortunes occurring in the
community is an understanding of sacrilege, one that regards the meal as taking place in a sacred
space. The Symposion—either as a prototype, a cultural or a literary institution—was not a sacred
meal because of the libation ritual.
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The Symposiarch
Our text is silent on a leader for the dinner party. In this regard, Fitzmyer notes that while
Paul was aware of someone presiding over the early communities, in the case of the community
at Corinth, “nothing is said about the nature of such presiding or whether it is envisaged as a
eucharistic assembly.”114 It is possible to assume that this community would have some
leadership structure like we have for other unofficial associations, but it is not clear what sort of
impact this would have on the communal meal. Additionally, the fact that the crisis at the meal
(and many other crises) was being reported to Paul shows that some in the community still felt
that Paul—though not living in Corinth—has some authority in Corinth.
Richard Last and Jin Hwan Lee both ingeniously suggest that it was the election of
leaders for the administration of the Lord’s Supper that caused the problems at the common meal
in Corinth. Last sees a problem in the traditional translation of 11:19,
Indeed, there have to be factions among you, for only so will it become clear who
among you are genuine … (δεῖ γὰρ καὶ αἱρέσεις ἐν ὑμῖν εἶναι, ἵνα [καὶ] οἱ δόκιμοι
φανεροὶ γένωνται ἐν ὑμῖν)
He argues that this translation does not capture the reality on the ground in Corinth. For
him, the crisis in the Corinthian meal is one occasioned by a change of leadership in the
community. Occasional crises over leadership were not rare in other Graeco-Roman associations.
To capture the leadership crisis in Corinth, Last proposes that this verse be translated thus:
There needs to be elections among you in order that the approved ones become
persons of distinction.115
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Unfortunately, Last’s remarkable translation and argument have no support in the text.
There is neither any evidence of elections nor of a crisis resulting from elections among the early
Christ groups. Additionally, not every association or group in the Graeco-Roman world saw such
elections as a means of selecting their leaders, especially at their meals. Bestowing honors, first
seats, or leadership positions were quite common among these unofficial associations, including
Judean associations.116 In some cases, the honor of a leadership position was even extended to
the sons of a foremost member of the association.117 Let us even assume that the argument
holds—that the Christ group had elections of officers at Corinth and this resulted in the crisis at
the communal meal—it is neither clear that the presiding officers were the same as the presiders
of the community meal nor do we have an idea of the roles of the elected officers. That Paul
consistently addresses the community as a whole—he consistently used plural of the second
person pronoun (ὑμῖν)— is an indication that if there was a concept of leadership at Corinth, it
was either insignificant to his argument or inconsequential to his overarching authority (11:34).
Lee’s argument is similar but, in some ways, distinct from that of Last. He argues that the
crisis at Corinth was caused by some highly ranking members of the community—old officers—
who rejected the elections of the poorer members who were the new officers.118 As earlier argued
with regard to Last, we do not have enough literary evidence for electoral issues and concerns in
these associations to extrapolate a situation unattested in Paul’s letters for the community at
Corinth.
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Also, while it is true that there were electoral issues in some Graeco-Roman associations,
many of these associations had guiding statutes to handle such issues. In this case, Paul does not
appeal to any statutes but tries to resolve the crisis by appealing to tradition. He then concludes
by telling them to wait for his impending arrival.119 This does not appear to be an electoral crisis.
As Gerd Theissen argues, we have enough evidence in the text to reliably suggest that the crises
in Corinth were a result of there being some who had the means to provide for their own supper,
(τὸ ἴδιον δεῖπνον v. 21), and some who did not (τοὺς μὴ ἔχοντας v. 22).120 It therefore appears to
be a question of means and not a question of access to power.
While the position of a symposiarch is attested in the Symposion, it is not indispensable
for its instantiation. Therefore, the presence of a symposiarch, or its absence, does not affect the
position that the Lord’s Supper has a place in the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
Associative Personages
This is a feature that is attested in our text but not as we have it in the symposion. The
participants at the Lord’s Supper were those who have come to associate themselves with the
Christ cult in Corinth. There seemed to be no room for personages such as flute-players,
courtesans, dancers, or male homosexual partners as we have with civil banquets. This capacity
for a group to determine its associate personages at a meal is not unique to the Christ group as
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many of the unofficial associations were “semi-exclusive.”121 Often groups extended participation
at meetings and meals not only to their members but also to initiates. With regard to the
entertainment at the Lord’s Supper in Corinth—on which our pericope is silent— this seemed to
have been provided by members of the group, i.e., “in house.” Parallel evidence among early Christ
groups supports this position. Attestations of the practice of “in-house entertainment” included the
example of Jesus and his disciples singing hymns in the context of the Last Supper. Later on, Pliny
would note that the Christ group chanted alternately a hymn to Christ as to a god.122
The Threat of Chaos
This is a characteristic that is attested in the Lord’s Supper in Corinth. The chaotic nature
the meal was descending into is confirmed with the use of the words σχίσματα (divisions v.18)
and αἱρέσεις (factions v.19).123 Scholarship on this passage traditionally takes these two terms to
have eschatological implications. This means that Paul sees these divisions in Corinth as signs of
the end times. For Gordon Fee, these terms are more than sociological because these present
divisions are an “inevitable part of the eschaton.”124 The eschatological inevitability of these
divisions is always linked to Paul’s use of δεῖ (It is necessary/there has to be). This for interpreters
meant there was a divine necessity to these divisions.125 In this line of thought, these divisions
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were to be seen in the light of the teaching of Jesus about divisions in the household at the end
times.126
However, the eschatological force of δεῖ in this verse is not as clear as sometimes argued.127
While it is known that early Christians saw divisions as not only a necessary but also a penultimate
reality, this verse may be seen as having some sense of irony along with some sense of resignation
by Paul.128 While it is possible these divisions could be interpreted eschatologically, they seem to
be reflecting more of a local crisis relating to the seating arrangements at dinners or the kind of
food served.129
If one sees the divisions and factions as an evidence of a local crisis, the Christ group in
Corinth will be seen as sharing in a possibility known to occur all too frequently at the sympotic
gatherings of other unofficial associations in the Graeco-Roman world. Already Paul indicates at
the start of the letter that a number of crises among the Christ group at Corinth were factionbased.130 Paul’s notion of the divisions in this community should not be divorced from his
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experiences among other Christ groups which he founded in Galatia and Philippi.131 In our
pericope, Paul was interpreting the divisions as signifiers of who was in the right and who was in
the wrong as it relates to the common meal. The divisions help identify and differentiate those who
understand the nature of the meal and those who do not. An eschatological interpretation of the
divisions in Corinth is possible but not necessary. Paul’s note at the end of our pericope that he
will be giving further instructions is an additional testimony that the divisions were not necessarily
eschatological. These are existential issues which can and will be resolved. The divisions at
Corinth show that the Lord’s Supper at Corinth has the possibility of chaos, characteristic of the
symposion, the prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.132
As can be seen so far, the Lord’s Supper in Corinth mostly follows the prototype of the
Graeco-Roman meal traditions in its characteristics. The next step to be seen is what this meal
brings to the meal tradition: that is, the ways in which this meal is distinct.
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Notable Distinctions of the Lord’s Supper in Corinth as an Instantiation of the Prototype
The Possibility of Sacrilege
The first distinction which brings to light the nature of this meal is the interpretation that
Paul gives to the sickness and death experienced in the community. He sees these tragic events
as divine punishment for the sacrilegious abuse of the “body of the Lord.” Paul writes that it is,
διὰ τοῦτο ἐν ὑμῖν πολλοὶ ἀσθενεῖς καὶ ἄρρωστοι καὶ κοιμῶνται ἱκανοί (v. 30)
For this reason, many of you are weak and ill, and some have died.133
Paul’s attribution of the illnesses and death in the community at Corinth to their abuse of what
the bread and cup signified—the Lord’s body and blood— is not only strange but bewildering in
the context of a formal meal in an unofficial association.134 What we have in this pericope is an
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approach to, or an interpretation of, a chaotic situation at meals that is different from what is
observable in the various associations in the Graeco-Roman world. While there were hints of
misbehavior and fights at these associations, these disciplinary issues were often dealt with either
by fine or expulsion. We do not have an interpretation of death being connected with
misbehavior at their meals.135 In making this interpretation, Paul was accusing the Christ group
in Corinth of sacrilege.
Sacrilege in the ancient world entails dishonoring and disrespecting the power and
presence of the gods, especially by taking what belongs to the god. This idea of a sacrilege being
an affront to the gods is captured in some early definitions of the word sacrilege. Cicero sees a
sacrilege as “the theft not merely of what is sacred, but also of anything entrusted to what is
sacred.”136 Quintilian defines a sacrilege as the stealing of sacred property from the temple.137
Legally, “sacrilege may be defined as stealing from a temple some sacred object which,
according to the State prescriptions, has been duly and officially dedicated to the gods.”138
Among the Greeks, the word for sacrilege (ἱεροσῦλησις) also captures this basic notion of theft
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in a sacred space.139 Even when these words are absent, events that capture this sense attract the
anger of the gods. Herodotus narrates the story of Alyattes, the Lydian king, whose army
inadvertently set fire and burned the temple of Athene while burning crops. The result of this
was the sickness that befell Alyattes and which “lasted longer than it should.”140 In the end,
Alyattes atoned by building two temples for Athene.141 In Hebrew, the closest word to capturing
the idea of sacrilege in the Hebrew Bible is the word ma’al ()ָמַﬠל.142 This was the word used to
describe the sin of Achan who stole things consecrated to God and who was stoned to death.143
Similarly, king Uzziah committed sacrilege by arrogating to himself the duties of priests and
was a leper till he died.144 And although later than our pericope, the story of Ananias and Saphira
(Acts 5:1-11), the couple who kept back some proceeds of the sale of their property and lied to
the Apostles about the total amount accrued from the sale of their property, should also be read
in the light of sacrilege. In reality, in the Graeco-Roman world sacrilege came to cover any
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misuse of sacred things including, inappropriate rituals and profanation.145 This misuse, or abuse,
all indicate stealing from the gods, whether of their property or honor. Sometimes the affront on
the gods may even be inadvertent, such as what we have in the case of Alyattes. In such a case,
the consultation of an oracle (i.e., Alyattes) or the interpretation by a representative of the god
(like Paul is doing in Corinth) is required to identify the sacrilegious act.146 That sacrilege
covers a wide notion of dishonor to the gods is evident in a story narrated by Plutarch, in which a
priestess ignored omens from the gods and went ahead with consulting the Delphi oracle. The
story is worth recounting here.
Whenever, then, the imaginative and prophetic faculty is in a state of proper
adjustment for attempering itself to the spirit as to a drug, inspiration in those who
foretell the future is bound to come; and whenever the conditions are not thus, it is
bound not to come, or when it does come to be misleading, abnormal, and
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confusing, as we know in the case of the priestess who died not so long ago. As it
happened, a deputation from abroad had arrived to consult the oracle. The victim,
it is said, remained unmoved and unaffected in any way by the first libations; but
the priests, in their eagerness to please, went far beyond their wonted usage, and
only after the victim had been subjected to a deluge and nearly drowned did it at
last give in. What, then, was the result touching the priestess? She went down into
the oracle unwillingly, they say, and halfheartedly; and at her first responses it
was at once plain from the harshness of her voice that she was not responding
properly; she was like a labouring ship and was filled with a mighty and baleful
spirit. Finally, she became hysterical and with a frightful shriek rushed towards
the exit and threw herself down, with the result that not only the members of the
deputation fled, but also the oracle-interpreter Nicander and those holy men that
were present. However, after a little, they went in and took her up, still conscious;
and she lived on for a few days.147
My concern here is not the veracity of the events narrated but how the understanding of
sacrilege can work for a Graeco-Roman individual. The result of a sacrilegious act is death,
either at hands of the gods or human beings acting on the basis in civil laws.148 Sacrilege often
entails “a deviant gesture directed towards god as much as man, daring Him to punish and half
expecting Him to do so.”149 Sacrilege involves the theft, abuse, profanation and misappropriation
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absent in the Textus Receptus. It is possible that this understanding of Murphy-O’Connor is correct; but the text is
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of things that belong personally to a god. The fact that it is the body of the Lord that is being
abused in Corinth, qualifies as sacrilege, which is the accusation leveled by Paul against the
Christ group in the city. What I intend to do next is to outline some instances that could be
interpreted as sacrilege within meal settings in the Graeco-Roman world. I will also show how
these instances fail to capture the idea of a sacrilege within an association’s meal context.
There is evidence that abuses of the mysteries and violations of ritual decorum were
heavily consequential, but these cases were not in the context (or as a result) of a Graeco-Roman
banquet. An instance that may be cited is the destruction of the Hermai in Athens in 415 BCE, a
case taken up by the city. In this case, the crime was not of feasting but that of profaning the
Eleusinian mysteries and the mutilation of the Hermai. According to Murray, this “profanation
could not be excused by drunkenness; not even Dionysus would take away the wits of his
devotees so as to make them commit that particular sacrilege, even if he had been intent on
destroying them.”150 The profanation could not have been as a result of the normal entertainment
of a sympotic setting, for although religious ritual has a place in the symposion, it is limited
mostly to libation, while the rest is civil and non-sacral.151 The profanation of the hermai
involved the performance of a religious ritual of a wholly different nature to a symposion.152
Also, Athenaeus narrates the case of Apollophanes, Mystalides, and Lysistheus, those
whom he calls the troublemakers or bad boys (κακοδαιμονιστὰ). These three men are in the habit
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of having feasts with a certain impious Cinesias. All of them died except one who would have
wished himself dead. The fate of this last individual who was likely Cinesias was described as
follows:
Because dying and suffering from ordinary diseases is an experience we all share;
but to go on like this for so long, and to be dying every day, but nonetheless
unable to bring one’s life to an end—that is reserved exclusively for people who
commit the sort of crimes this man did.153
Though these κακοδαιμονιστὰ had feasts, it was not thee feasts that caused their downfall
but their choice of the day for the feasts, for they set aside for themselves an unlucky day of the
month for this. They dared the gods with their choice of the day and that was the source of their
undoing, not their feasting.154 Moreover, the death of Alexander, which was acknowledged as
coming as a result of heavy drinking, was attributed to Dionysius’s anger—not to heavy
drinking—directed at Alexander for besieging Dionysius’ native town of Thebes.155
There is also a story in the imperial inscription from Pisidia about the god Zeus Trosos
who struck, not the offenders (servants of Meidon), but their master for eating unsacrificed
meat.156 Meidon was cured only after he was told in a dream to record the incident for the future
three months later. While it is true that the incident is related to eating in relationship with the
gods, it took place outside of the setting of an association or a sympotic setting. What is
important to note here is that while it was assumed that the gods can strike and do strike at
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festivals or cultic settings, striking at a communal meal of an association, even of associations
dedicated to the gods—a civil space—was not known.157
In spite of the popularity of the rowdy komos at the symposion— at least in literature—
there was rarely a punishment by any of the gods. Even Plato, as referenced by Athenaeus,
would note that drinking until being intoxicated is a good way to celebrate the gods who gave the
wine.158 The sympotic gathering was an area civil enough for people to express themselves and
display their status and not their piety. It was not a sphere of the sacred. The very idea of
bringing down the wrath of god (in this case, illness, and death) upon a sympotic scene as a result
of offending the god is unusual in Graeco-Roman sympotic settings and something distinct about
the meal at the Christ group in Corinth. Paul’s understanding of how the conduct of the
Corinthians during the meal is an abuse of the Lord’s body is an interpretation that marks this
meal as distinct.
The immediate implication here is that Paul was telling the Christ-group in Corinth that
the Lord’s Supper is not the normal Sympotic meal they were used to. It was one that was
conducted in a sacred space and Jesus was present with them.159 That is why he spent the
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preceding section of this pericope placing the Lord’s Supper in sacrificial terms.160 It was to
prepare them for the very implications he was about to draw in our pericope (see 1 Cor 10:16–
22). He therefore prepared their minds before he introduced the judgement of the Lord in 1 Cor
11:30. He even advised that “if you are hungry, eat at home, so that when you come together, it
will not be for your condemnation” (1 Cor 11:34).
To understand this interpretation of Paul, it is essential to unpack what the Lord’s body
means for Paul and some members of the community.161 The significance of my analysis will be
in establishing the direct relationship between the abuse of body of the Lord and an interpretation
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of divine punishment by Paul.162 When the idea of the body is understood, then the nature of the
abuse of the body becomes comprehensible.163
Scholars have taken several positions on what the body of the Lord means in this
pericope. One interpretation of the ‘body’ being abused (24, 27, 29) takes it to mean the group in
Corinth as a body.164 Others have identified this ‘body’ with the actual body of Jesus. Fee, for
162
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Corinth: A Social-Historical and Exegetical Study of 1 Corinthians 1–6 (Exeter: Paternoster, 2006), 18; Bruce W.
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See William F. Orr and James Arthur Walther who write, “Thus, the body of the Lord equals ourselves,
in this context distinguished by common participation in eating his supper. Failure to discriminate his body is the
same as failure to discriminate ourselves, and this means failure to recognize that people together in the church
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example, argues that the body “refers to his actual body, which was about to be given over in
death. If there is an analogy, it is with the sacrificial victim, whose ‘body’ (carcass) was placed
on the altar after the blood had been poured out.”165 W. Robertson Nicoll contends that “the
bread, standing for the body, ‘is the body’ representatively; broken for Christ’s disciples, it
serves materially in the Supper the part which His slain body is about to serve spiritually ‘for the
life of the world.’”166 Scholars who have identified the “body of the Lord” with the actual Jesus
usually interpret this body of Jesus as the salvific body of Jesus, which is to say the Passover
lamb. This is clear for C.K Barrett, who writes that:
Paul does not think of these as physically or substantially present, for he does not
identify the wine with the Lord’s blood, and, as we have seen, the identification of
the bread with the body means that the bread is a means of partaking of the
benefits of Christ’s work. That body is not to be interpreted here as equivalent to
church is shown by the addition of blood. It seems necessary to interpret verse 27
in the light of verse 26. The eating and drinking are accompanied, and interpreted,
by the proclamation of the Lord’s death, in virtue of which his body and his blood
are understood to be for us. But to eat and drink unworthily (in the sense indicated
above) is to contradict both the purpose of Christ’s self-offering, and the spirit in
constitute the very presence of Christ and are to be treated appropriately. The identity of the church with the body of
Christ leads Paul to attribute physical problems of the Christians to the violation of this body. This violation
hampers and restricts the redemptive and healing nature of the fellowship wherein the poor are fed, the lonely are
befriended, the sick are visited, the grieving are comforted, and sinners are forgiven. Such a redemptive fellowship
can produce both spiritual and physical health, while the breaking of the fellowship may cause the converse. So
serious is this situation in Corinth that Paul posits a connection between it and the death rate there—a relationship
that is difficult to interpret except in very general terms.” Cf. William F. Orr and James Arthur Walther, I
Corinthians: A New Translation, Introduction, with a Study of the Life of Paul, Notes, and Commentary, AYBC 32
(New Haven: Yale University Press), 274. Conzelmann disagrees with Lietzmann that the body of the Lord means
the body and blood of Christ are consumed since the understanding of the sacrament in this passage is not oriented
to the “sacramental substance, but to the act of administration and of participation in the Supper.” Conzelmann
further notes that, “[T]he man who offends against the elements, offends against the Lord himself. If we are to
understand this, we must bear in mind that the idea of the church as the body of the Lord has a part to play.” See
Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 202. Mark Taylor also argues that, “the whole point of 11:17–34 “is to correct a
considerable abuse of the church as it is visibly portrayed at the Lord’s Supper. The problem was that they were
despising the church of God by their actions.” See Mark Taylor, 1 Corinthians: The New American Commentary 28
ed. E. Ray Clendenen, (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishing Group, 2014), 274–75.
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which it was made, and thus to place oneself among those who were responsible
for the crucifixion, and not among those who by faith receive the fruit of it.167
What is interesting in this interpretation by Fee, Nicoll, and Barrett is that they have identified
the body primarily with an activity or the benefits of an activity. In this case, this activity (or
benefits in the words of Barrett) is generated by the actual body of Jesus. The reading often
adduced for this soteriological understanding of the body of Jesus is τὸ σῶμα τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν—
body for you—in 1 Cor 11:24 (Τοῦτό μού ἐστιν τὸ σῶμα τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν). This type of argument
brings the whole debate of the body to a christological-soteriological level that is difficult to
locate in our pericope. While this sort of argument can be drawn from the writings of Paul, we
are hard-pressed to identify this argument in our pericope. It is also possible to interpret our
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everything between the opposites). Similar merisms are ἡ ἀρχὴ καὶ τὸ τέλος (‘the Beginning and the End,’ 21:6;
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pericope in the light of the Passover since parallel texts of the institution narrative locate the
death of Jesus around the Passover time. However, since the Jewish Passover is not the primary
motif of our pericope.168 I therefore think identifying the body of the Lord in our pericope with
the soteriological benefits or activity generated by the passion of Jesus is a second-level
interpretation that does not reflect the way Paul uses it in our pericope. While Paul did interpret
Jesus’s death as having salvific benefits (see Galatians 3:7), he rarely speaks of the body of Jesus
in soteriological terms but more often in an ecclesial sense.169
While it is possible to take the construction τὸ σῶμα τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν—body for you— in 1
Cor 11:24 (Τοῦτό μού ἐστιν τὸ σῶμα τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν) to mean that Paul is using σῶμα with a
soteriological meaning, that interpretation is not necessary.170 A few examples of scholars’ use of
this verse to ground a soteriological interpretation of the body of Jesus are instructive here.
Thiselton writes:
The phrase τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν, which is for you, characterizes both the early Pauline
and the Lukan tradition, and may well reflect the “for you” of Isa 53:12. The work
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of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53 oscillates between identification and
substitution, as does σῶμα here.171
Thiselton later continues in relation to the cup, “in the context of the cup Paul will repeat
the tradition of the frame of covenantal promise within which this is to be more fully
understood.”172 This soteriological understanding of 1 Cor 11:24 is also found in Fee as he
writes:
The words ‘for you’ are an adaptation of the language of Isaiah, where the
Suffering Servant ‘bore sin for many’ (53:12). Thus, for Jesus himself this was
almost certainly a prophetic symbolic action, by which he anticipated his death
and interpreted it in light of the Isaiah passage as on behalf of others. By giving
them a share in ‘his body’ in this way, he invited his disciples to participate in the
meaning and benefits of that death.173
For Hofius:
The gift of which the word on the bread in 1 Cor 11:24b speaks is a participation
in the σῶμα of Jesus. As in Romans 7:4, so here also (and then similarly in 11:27
and 11:29) σῶμα means the body of Jesus Christ given over to death on the cross,
and the prepositional attributive τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν specifies Jesus’ self-surrender unto
death as expiatory and reconciliatory event. To this event the word over the cup
likewise refers, for αἵμα designates here (and in 11:27)—as in Rom 3:25; 5:9—
the expiatory blood of Jesus shed on the cross.174
And for Collins:
In cultic language hyper (‘for [your] sake’) specifies the beneficiaries of the
sacrifice or dedication. More than thirty NT texts use the preposition in reference
to Jesus’ death (cf. 1:13; 15:3). The interpretive phrase ‘that is for your sake’ is
absent from the Markan-Matthean narrative (Matt 26:26; Mark 14:22), but it
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undoubtedly belonged to pre-Pauline tradition. For Jesus to have identified the
bread with his body without some interpretive remark such as that succinctly
summarized in Paul’s ‘for your sake’ would have been virtually unintelligible in a
Jewish context. It would have been all the more difficult to interpret if the cup,
with its own interpretive word, was not shared until much later in the meal, as
Paul indicates that it was.175
However, I suggest that the use of σῶμα in this verse (1 Cor 11:24) should be derived
from the context of the Lord’s Supper and the use of σῶμα in the letters of Paul. In this case
Jesus, having established the link with his body and the bread, is saying the bread (which is now
his body) is there for his disciples to consume. Earlier Paul had noted that the bread that the
community breaks is a sharing in the body of Christ and because of that, “we who are many are
one body, for we partake of the one bread” (1 Cor 10:16–17). It is therefore not necessary to take
1 Cor 11:24 in a soteriological sense. The context of the meal is for the primary purpose of
communion, and this a point Hofius even admits as he writes,
Both for the word over the bread and for the word over the cup, the predicate
introduced by ἐστιν bears on the totality of “element,” blessing, distribution, and
communion, which is conceived as a unity. To understand this ἐστὶν, a glance at
the parallel in 1 Cor 10:16 is instructive. Here the formula κοινωνία ἐστὶν and
κοινωνία with the genitive of the thing expresses real participation (i.e., the real
gaining of a share/having of a share) in the reality named in the genitive.176
To be clear, I am not saying that the death of Jesus does not confer soteriological
benefits. My argument here (1 Cor 11:24) is that when Paul writes about the soteriological
benefits of Jesus, he uses the language of “death” and not “body.” This subtle distinction is
probably overlooked due to doctrinal influences and the influence of John—a gospel without an
Institution Narrative—and the Letter to the Hebrews, two writings where the conception of body
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functions differently than in the writings of Paul. I suggest this distinction be maintained.177 One
does not need this soteriological notion of the body of the Lord before we can understand the
nature of the abuse of the body going on in Corinth. It is therefore my view that this
soteriological understanding of the body is foreign to 1 Cor 11:17–34.
In addition to the soteriological understanding of the body of Jesus, an earlier
interpretation of the “body of the Lord,” identified the body with the food elements which were
then interpreted as sacred elements.178 In this case, the abuse of the ‘body’ was a form of
desecration or profanation of these sacred elements. Thiselton rejects this idea by calling it a
quasiphysical “mystical” or unduly sacramentalist interpretation.179 In this regard, I think
Thiselton’s position is more in line with text of our pericope. A variant of this interpretation
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identified the ‘body’ with both Jesus and the community.180 Jesus in this case is the head of the
community, with the rest of the community as the body.
Some of these interpretations of “the body of the Lord” are consistent with early
Christian literary evidence. For example, the final interpretation, which is Christ’s selfidentification with his disciples, or the body of his disciples (the ‘church’), is evidenced in the
New Testament (Matt 10:40; 25:40, 45; Luke 10:16; Acts 9:4–5; 22:7–8; 26:14–15; Eph 5:25–
32). The purpose, or context, of the identification of the community as the body of Christ was
often in missionary or paranaetic material (1 Cor 6:15; 12:12; Gal 3:26–27). This selfidentification of Christ with the entire group should be “considered to have formed part of Paul’s
habitual vocabulary.”181
Christ was also identified consistently with the bread and the cup at the Last Supper in all
the institution narratives and then in a cultic context (1 Cor 10:16).182 In 1 Cor 11, we have the
context of the Last Supper, which also doubles as a cultic context.
It will seem that in 1 Cor 11, the ‘body’ being abused is both the Lord’s body in the
Lord’s Supper and in his self-identification with the entire group. At one level (cultic), this
interpretation is consistent with the text and context which maintained the linkage between the
bread and cup and the Lord’s body.183 There is further evidence in the letter to believe that Paul
is convinced that there exists a relationship between the Lord’s body and the cup and the bread.
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Earlier in the letter, Paul writes that “the cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the
body of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ?”184 The
emphasis is one of communion/sharing (κοινωνία) and not of soteriology. The body is for
κοινωνία and not soteriology. This idea of the worshippers of a god having a κοινωνία with their
god as symbolized by the sharing of a meal is well known in the Graeco-Roman world.185
That the bread and the cup signified the body and blood of the Lord—with whom they
were having a κοινωνία—for Paul was therefore a matter to be taken seriously. This fact is clear
enough from the consequences of not discerning the ‘body.’ To back up his claims, Paul appeals
to the tradition of the institution narrative. According to Paul, overlooking what the bread and
cup signify can lead (and has led) to illnesses and deaths. The reference to "discerning the body"
is not an invitation to think about the metaphysical reality of the bread and wine along the lines
of the Church's later understandings (e.g., transubstantiation) but to the body of Christ in the
community and what effect their conduct in relation to this body.186 Paul’s concern was not the
elucidation of doctrinal positions but of practical socio-ethical concerns among the Christ group
in Corinth and the inequality and disorder at the communal meal.187 However, while it is obvious
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at this stage that Paul was not talking about “the body and blood of the Lord” in sacramental
terms, he nevertheless seems to be suggesting that there is a level of sacrality involved in this
meal that is not to be taken lightly.188 He is clear about the effects and implications of sharing
this “body and blood of the Lord:” both κοινωνία and the possibility of sacrilege.
In a way that links these two aforementioned interpretations together, in 1 Cor 10:17,
Paul writes, “because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the
one bread.”189 In this last pericope, Paul seems to be grounding the source and origin of the
community in the partaking of the bread. In the words of Heinrich August Wilhelm Meyer, “this
union into one body through participation in the one bread could not take place unless this bread
were κοινωνία with the body of Christ, which is just that which produces the one body—that
which constitutes the many into this unity.”190 Fee also admits this reality when he writes that,
“Here Paul argues from the fact that one loaf was broken and distributed to the consequence that
those who partake of the one loaf are notwithstanding their plurality one body (cf. Didache ix.
4). The reality behind the argument (which may seem speculative enough) is in each case that
the men in question have been actually united with Christ.”191 Though the first part of Fee’s
sentence argues for a communitarian result from the partaking in one bread, he “speculatively”—
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in his own words—re-interprets this communitarian dimension in an individualistic manner,
reflective of later theological controversies. Once again, we find an interpretation (Fee calls it in
this case the “reality behind the argument”) that is secondary to the pericope. I take as more
convincing J. Smit’s understanding of this pericope when he notes that the unity suggested in this
passage (1 Cor 10:17) is “brought about by their partaking in the one loaf.”192 In this particular
verse (1 Cor 10:17), I take the particle γὰρ in its primary sense of being causal and in that sense
the unity of the community is grounded and caused by the one bread.193
My interpretation of the body of the Lord therefore encompasses both the selfidentification of Jesus with the bread and cup on the one hand and the community as a result of
the Lord’s Supper on the other hand. It is because the “body of the Lord” involves both
understandings that their conduct at the meals becomes important and consequential. Those who
have abused the body are therefore abusing it in a double manner. In understanding the
possibility of a metaphor to bear multiple significations (or meanings), I resort to Paul Ricoeur’s
idea of split sense and split reference.194 Split reference in this sense is the “use of discourse
where several things are specified at the same time and where the reader is not required to
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choose among them.”195 Following Max Black, Ricoeur argues that “a memorable metaphor has
the power to bring two separate domains into cognitive and emotional relations by using
language directly appropriate for the one as a lens for seeing the other.”196 In relation to a
metaphor, Ricoeur suggests that, “the metaphorical interpretation presupposes a literal
interpretation which self-destructs in a significant contradiction. It is this process of selfdestruction, or transformation, which imposes a sort of twist on the words, an extension of
meaning thanks to which we can make sense where a literal interpretation would be literally
nonsensical.”197 While dealing with the “body of the Lord” in our pericope, we are therefore
dealing with surplus of meaning that refers to the two major referents (Jesus’s self-identification
with the bread and cup and with the community). In using the idea of split reference (split sense),
my primary concern is not the metaphorical (or non-metaphorical) understanding of the “body of
the Lord” in these verses. In employing Ricoeur’s language, my concern is to demonstrate how
“body of the Lord” operates in these verses.198 In the Lord’s Supper at Corinth, the Lord is
present. He is present in a meal inaugurated by him and in the “memory” of him in the
community.199 As such, the conduct of those who participate in this meal is a matter whose
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seriousness goes far beyond anything seen in a conventional meal, as we shall see. That is not
what someone showing up for a conventional Graeco-Roman symposion in the first century
expects who has come to eat their fill, and possibly contributed to the group’s dinner, expects to
hear. It is one thing to die as a result your behavior at a sacrificial meal. It is a wholly different
thing to die as a result of your behavior at an association-like sympotic dinner. While deaths from
bad behavior at a sacrificial meal can be quite understandable, death resulting from bad behavior
at a sympotic-like meal needs an explanation. Stephen C. Barton notes that in this pericope
(11:17–34), Paul juxtaposes three bodies: the body of the individual, the ecclesial body, and the
body of Christ. These bodies are syntagmatically related by the Lord’s Supper. Barton further
explains that this meal is a “supernatural meal because ‘the Lord’ is present: it is the Lord’s
meal; the bread is his body, and the wine is his blood.”200
The Lord’s Supper in terms of its potential for serious consequences resulting from bad
behavior was not a regular sympotic experience. In this meal, as against other sympotic-like
meals in the Graeco-Roman world, sacrilege with its consequences is possible. Sacrilege at this
meal does not depend on whether the elements of the meal are sacred or not. The sacrilege in this
case occurs d when some members of the community show contempt for the “body of the
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Lord.”201 It is this disgrace of the “body of the Lord” that constitutes a sacrilege.202 To eat the
bread or drink the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner is akin to stealing what belongs to the
Lord (i.e., his honor) and can also be likened to profanation (“ritual gone wrong”). In our
pericope, “the better-off in Corinth have behaved exactly like Ananias and Sapphira: they have
treated common property consecrated to God, as if it were private property.”203 This is a
misappropriation of something consecrated to God.204 To lose sight of that is to misunderstand
the whole meal. The “individual performance of status,” which was the hallmark of GraecoRoman dinner parties in a place like Corinth, has no place in the Lord’s Supper.205 According to
Stanley K. Stowers, Paul’s account of the Lord’s Supper in Corinth is a specification of a genre,
for Paul is saying that they have confused a genre of eating that focuses on food and drink and
produces a certain pattern of social differentiation, with the genre of the Lord’s Supper.206 Paul,
being a Hellenistic Jew, understands fully the idea of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. He
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knows full well that the Lord’s Supper is a member of that tradition, but it is a member with a
different script.207 To get them in line with that script, he reminds them of the tradition and
highlights the consequences of running the meal with an incorrect script.
Eschatology
The verse with the most obvious bearing on eschatology was when Paul writes, “For as
often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes”
(11:26). This verse has also been traditionally recognized to be Paul’s own interpretation.208 It
suggests that Paul knows of “the traditional eschatological saying that made a link between the
meal and the eschatological banquet that were referenced in the traditions of Matthew (26:29)
and Mark (14:25).”209 Paul’s use of ἄχρι οὗ followed by the aorist subjunctive to introduce an
eschatological context is in line with common New Testament usage.210 According to
Wainwright:
When Paul writes to the Corinthians that the Lord’s Supper is a proclamation of
the Lord’s death until he comes (I Cor 11:26), he is not merely giving them a
negative warning that the eucharist is not a celebration of unbridled eschatological
joy but is under the banner of the Lord’s death until his final advent: he is also
opening up the prospect of the realization of the purposes of God and is setting
the eucharist in that context.211
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In the words of Thiselton:
The eschatological tone should not surprise us when in addition to playing a role
in the common tradition, eschatology in this epistle serves to remind complacent
groups within the congregation at Corinth of their fallibility, vulnerability, and
status as pilgrims or travelers still en route to their final goal.212
This eschatological atmosphere is completely absent in the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
F.P Retief notes that, “there was never complete Pan-Hellenic uniformity on the concept of
hereafter or more specifically Hades, but there were reasonably widely accepted mainstream
thoughts and theories which reveal a clear line of development from the time of Homer to the
classical era.”213 The idea of “eschatology” in Graeco-Roman religion and philosophy covers
several themes from death and the afterlife, (with focus on the fate of the individual) to cosmic
destruction and renewal.214 While the afterlife was sometimes painted as bleak and sombre, it
was elsewhere described in joyful terms, as in the case of Pythagoreans’ ‘symposium of the pure’
in which souls that have completed their reincarnations will become table-companions with the
gods.215
The mystery cults played an important role in the Graeco-Roman world’s development of
their ideas of afterlife, as it was these mysteries—apart from the cult of the dead and
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necromancy—that became the most significant means for the formation and transmission of
ideas about afterlife in Graeco-Roman religion.216 In this case, Cicero’s testimony is sufficient:
For among the many excellent and indeed divine institutions which your Athens
has brought forth and contributed to human life, none, in my opinion, is better
than those mysteries. For by their means, we have been brought out of our
barbarous and savage mode of life and educated and refined to a state of
civilization; and as the rites are called “initiations,” so in very truth we have
learned from them the beginnings of life and have gained the power not only to
live happily, but also to die with a better hope.217
However, in spite of this rich variety of thought on the afterlife among the Greeks and
Romans, an element their eschatological thought never entertained was the idea of the Messiah218
King explains that meal imagery with communal eschatological implication is more clearly
evident in Jewish contexts that shaped the first Christian writers.219 It is this connection of the
meal ritual with expectations of the return of the messiah, and specifically of Jesus, that also
makes the Lord’s Supper distinct among the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.220 According to
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Luise Schottroff, “the eschatological idea gives us the key to the ecclesiological level of the
interpretation of the Lord’s Supper.”221
The idea of eschatology espoused in New Testament texts or in other Jewish texts is not
the same as the idea of the immortality of the soul as we have it in the Graeco-Roman world.222
In the late second Temple, Jewish eschatology saw the emergence of discussions centered on the
appearance of an individual person (an agent of God, or God himself in his agent), on the world
stage. Often this person leads an eschatological battle that will separate the righteous from the
unrighteous and give the righteous the reward they have always longed for.223 It is this
Messiah—a truly unique Jewish idea—who ushers in the eschatological age. The arrival of this
individual will signify the vindication of the righteous. The most important feature of this Jewish
hope of eschatology is not the physical resurrection of the body, nor a transformation of the
earth, nor the ushering in of a new age, but the transition from one sphere of life to another, a
better one for the righteous.224 Significantly, the idea of the messiah in Hellenistic Judaism was

221

Schottroff, “Holiness and Justice,”59.

222

J.J. Colins, “Apocalyptic Eschatology as Transcendence of Death,” CBQ 36 (1974): 21–43, here 39.

223
Examples of such eschatological thinking are found in 4 Ezra and Revelation. See the following
examples:
“Did not the souls of the righteous in their chambers ask about these matters, saying, ‘How long are we to
remain here? And when will the harvest of our reward come?’ And the archangel Jeremiel answered and said,
‘When the number of those like yourselves is completed; for he has weighed the age in the balance and measured
the times by measure and numbered the times by number; and he will not move or arouse them until that measure is
fulfilled.’” (4 Ezra 4:35–37).
“When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slaughtered for the
word of God and for the testimony they had given; they cried out with a loud voice, ‘Sovereign Lord, holy and true,
how long will it be before you judge and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?’ They were each given a
white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the number would be complete both of their fellow servants and of
their brothers and sisters, who were soon to be killed as they themselves had been killed.” (Rev 6:9–11).
224
Collins, “Apocalyptic Eschatology as Transcendence of Death,” 37. Collins called for an understanding
of the eschatological life as a two-storey universe rather than two world ages.
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typically functional and should be seen and interpreted in the context of Israel’s final
restoration.225 This means the theology of the messiah is intrinsically linked to the restoration of
the Jewish people as God’s chosen people. In Hellenistic Jewish views of the duration of the
messianic rule, there is not a uniform timeline, but the idea was that it was not expected to last
forever.226 Hence Collins states that it suffices to say, “the messianic kingdom is a necessary
stage in the fulfilment of prophecy, but it is not necessarily the end of history.”227
The idea of the Messiah among early Christ groups as evidenced in the Lord’s Supper has
a close parallel in the Dead Sea Scrolls. In one of the texts of the scrolls—1QSa—the
eschatological agenda and outlook can be seen clearly on the very first pages of the document, as
it begins with the line: “This is the rule for all the congregation of Israel in the Last Days when
they mobilized to join the Yahad.”228 Michael Wise notes that the future banquet described in
1QSa was an idealization of the ordinary meal practice among the movement behind the Dead
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Sea Scrolls.229 Based on similar eschatological expectations, it is possible to compare the
expectation of the messiahs in 1QSa with the eschatological hope of 1 Cor 11:26.
1QSa also indicates that two messiahs were expected: “the Messiahs of Aaron and
Israel.”230 Not only is the idea of a messiah present in the scrolls, but the ritual meal described
therein is filled with eschatological hope closely tied to the Messiah(s).231 On the ordinary
communal meals in the Scrolls, Lawrence H. Schiffman notes that these were connected with the
future expectations of the group and stemmed from their deep messianic consciousness.232 While
Schiffman denies these communal meals are sacred, he does admit that they were “a form of
preparation for the soon-to-dawn eschaton and for the Messianic banquet to occur in the end of
days.”233 The communal meals of this movement were filled with this atmosphere of the “end
days” and in light of this, the movement structured its life in “the present” in accord with its view
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of the days to come.234 According to Schiffman, we might say that they lived with one foot in
this world and the other in the next, and nowhere is this more evident than the Messianic banquet
anticipating the coming of the eschatological times.235 In such an anticipation, they had
communal meals on some kind of regular basis, thus acting out the future messianic banquet.
The Messianic banquet according to Rabbinic sources was to be a one-time affair inaugurating
the Messianic era, but the Dead Sea community may have looked forward to a regular series of
such banquets to be held in the days to come.236 According to Heinz-Wolfgang Kuhn one of the
characteristics both meals—the Lord’s Supper and the community meal in the Dead Sea
Scrolls— in this community shared is the eschatological expectation, an expectation rooted in
Jewish tradition.237 It therefore seems reasonable to argue that the movement behind the Dead
Sea Scrolls understood their regular communal meals as anticipations of the great meal which
would be celebrated when the Messiah appeared among them and in this sense can be a
suggestive parallel to the Lord’s Supper in Corinth.238 Nowhere in the ancient world do we have
instances of banquets or formal meals anticipating the end times, with a focus on the coming of a
figure(s), other than in these two meals. Rabbinic tradition also picked up the idea of
incorporating eschatological themes in the banquet. As Sandra R. Shimoff notes, “the Rabbis not
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only accepted the Hellenistic banquet, they elevated it to new levels of theological significance
by incorporating it into their eschatological scheme!”239 However, the Rabbinic use of
eschatological traditions in their meals are always dated later than 1 Cor and 1QSa.240
All the same, the major difference between the idea of the messiah in 1QSa and in Paul is
the person of Jesus. For Paul, the messiah is Jesus. He had come, he was crucified and died, he
rose from the dead (a reality his followers will share at point), ascended, and will someday
return.241 The death of the messiah was foreseen in 4 Ezra, but his resurrection, ascension, and
eventual return was neither foreseen nor provided for in any other text of Hellenistic Judaism,
except early Christian texts, of course.242 It was this fact of Jesus’ imminent return that drove
Paul to tireless missionary activity and the founding of communities, so that the number of Christ
followers might increase and no one would have an excuse for not having heard the message
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(Rom 10:18).243 The communal meal especially became a reminder for the Christ group in
Corinth that there is yet a future for themselves and for all God’s people.244
The Lord’s Supper at Corinth and the judgment of the community is only comprehensible
in the light of this future in which the messiah is returning. This future hope is what transformed
the present and placed it in a framework that makes waiting its main goal. In this waiting period,
the community have become a part of the eschatological drama and will share in the separation
of the righteous from the unrighteous at the end of the world.245
Summary and Conclusion
In this chapter, I have argued in detail how the Lord’s Supper in Corinth was an instantiation of
the prototype of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. This prototype—Symposion—of the GraecoRoman meal tradition is one that can easily be recognized at private dinners, public feasts after
sacrifices, royal banquets, imperial banquets, and banquets of official and unofficial associations
in the Graeco-Roman world from Rome to Judah to Athens, and to Oxyrhynchus in Egypt. Since
Christ groups in the first century shared a lot of the characteristics of unofficial associations in
the Graeco-Roman world, I classified the group in Corinth as an unofficial association. This gave
a restricted but firm ground for the comparisons made between the Lord’s Supper and the
Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
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My argument eventually comes down to two major points. First, that the Lord’s Supper in
Corinth is an instantiation of symposion which in itself is the prototype of the Graeco-Roman
banquet. I have shown that apart from the ritual of libation, the Lord’s Supper in Corinth is very
much like its prototype. However, as I have argued throughout this work, similarities do not mean
sameness. The understanding of Lord’s Supper in Corinth is therefore to be sought in those ways
in which it differed from other members of the tradition, since the creation of meaning is a matter
of the articulation of opposites.246 This conviction that the Lord’s Supper in Corinth is an
instantiation of the symposion led me to argue secondly, that the Lord’s Supper has some
differences which make it a distinct member of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
The first of these differences as argued in this chapter is that while sacrilege is not possible
at the symposion, it is possible at the Lord’s Supper. I demonstrated this point by showing that in
contrast to the symposion and other instances of the Graeco-Roman banquet, the Lord’s Supper
was understood and interpreted by Paul to have a divine presence that is real and filled with
potential consequences. While non-fatal disciplinary measures are often the result of misbehavior
at the symposion, the consequences of misbehavior at the Lord’s Supper at Corinth were fatal.
The second difference that I argued for in this chapter is that in contrast to the symposion
the Lord’s Supper has an eschatological dimension. This eschatological dimension means that this
meal is being held on two planes. The first plane is that of present life. The other plane is that of
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the world to come.247 This eschatological dimension of the Lord’s Supper in Corinth, as I stated in
this chapter, is only paralleled in communal meals represented in 1QSa.
By utilizing some data from literary evidence, inscriptions, and artistic representations, I
have over the course of this study shown the similarities of the Lord’s Supper with other formal
meals in the Graeco-Roman tradition. Also, I have recognized and explained two distinctive
features of the Lord’s Supper in the city of Corinth. Therefore, I contend that the idea that there is
“no difference between Hellenistic-pagan and Jewish community meals” needs to be
abandoned.248 Paul’s main aim of writing 1 Cor 11:17–34 is because some members of the
community in Corinth are ill and dead because they cannot tell the difference between the Lord’s
Supper and the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. My point is the same as that of Paul in 1 Cor 11:17–
34, that there is a difference.249
The next chapter will summarize the arguments of this study, restate the contributions of
this study to scholarship, and suggest ways in which our findings can be helpful to New
Testament scholarship going forward.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION
The thesis of this study is that the Lord’s Supper in the city of Corinth—a communal
meal of an early Christ group—is a distinct expression of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
Previous scholarship on communal meals among early Christ groups have amply demonstrated
that conviviality among Christ groups shares much in common with other groups in the GraecoRoman world.1 However, the differences exhibited by the Lord’s Supper within the meal
tradition—namely the possibility of a sacrilege and the eschatological outlook—has largely been
overlooked by scholarship. This study has argued that the reason for this neglect in scholarship is
that the current method of comparison between these meals is not equipped to explain both the
similarities and the differences of both phenomena equally. This method of comparison, which is
Aristotelian in outlook, by default pays more attention—in some cases exclusively—to the
similarities to the near exclusion of the differences.2 To explain the differences between these
meals, there is therefore the need for another comparative tool.
This study proposed and argued for a prototypical understanding of categorization which
has the Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM) at its background. This understanding of
categorization, which was developed in cognitive psychology and has been used in genre

1

Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist; Smith and Taussig, Meals in the Early Christian World.

2

The result of this method of comparison on Graeco-Roman meals is now called the Smith/Klinghardt. Cf.
Al-Suadi and Ben-Smit, “Introduction” in T & T Clark Handbook to Early Christian Meals in the Greco-Roman
World, 2.

244

245
analysis, recognizes that there is always a central member of a category to which other members
of that category can be compared. This privileged member of the category is known as the
prototype. Comparisons using the prototype theory recognize that in a category, there are
similarities and differences, and these asymmetries can be explained on the basis of the
relationship of each member to the prototype. That a member of a category does not share every
feature of the prototype does not mean it is not a member of that category. It might mean that it
is a non-prototypical member of the category. That an ostrich cannot fly does not make it less of
a bird. However, it may not be the first example of a bird that would be produced in a list of
birds. Therefore, the prototypical understanding of categorization recognizes the differential
character of each member of a group, and most importantly provides an explanation for that
difference.
This understanding of categorization was then applied to the Lord’s Supper, a member of
the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. First, the symposion was identified as the prototype of the
Graeco-Roman meal tradition. The Lord’s Supper in Corinth was quite like the prototype. The
major deviation of the Lord’s Supper in Corinth from this prototype is the absence of the ritual of
libation. The reason for this is because the main object of the libation ritual—Dionysus or any
Graeco-Roman deity— has no place at the Lord’s Supper. While some scholars interpret the cup
at the Lord’s Supper as evidence of a libation, this study argues that a sufficient understanding of
this ritual shows that the cup at the Lord’s Supper is not a cup of libation. However, the absence
of the libation ritual does not mean that this communal meal of the early Christ group was not a
part of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition. It means that the Lord’s Supper was a non-prototypical
member of this tradition. This position—the non-prototypical nature of the meal—is further
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enhanced by two features of the Lord’s Supper which are not attested in the Graeco-Roman meal
tradition.
The first of these features is Paul’s interpretation of the misfortunes of some members of
the community in Corinth as a sacrilege. Sacrilege in this case occurs as a result of the abuse of
the body of the Lord in a space that primarily belongs to the Deity (communal meal). Paul
understands the illness and death in the community to be the result of the sacrilegious act of the
community, which consists in an unworthy celebration of the communal meal. The unworthy
celebration of this meal—an insult to the God— has drawn the ire of the God who has responded
as gods in the Graeco-Roman world often react to such mortal confrontations. While it is true
that meals of associations in the Graeco-Roman world were often placed under the patronage and
benefaction of the gods, we do not have evidence of the gods striking at these meals, outside of
the Lord’s Supper in Corinth in Paul’s understanding. Communal meals among associations in
the Graeco-Roman world were not spaces to display piety with regard to the gods, but spaces to
display and contest honor among human beings.3 However, Paul’s interpretation of this meal—
which was the main point in the pericope of this study—is that there is a difference between the
Lord’s Supper and its Graeco-Roman counterparts, a difference which if overlooked, according
to Paul, has fatal consequences. The argument, therefore, is not that the Lord’s Supper is unique;
it is similar to other banquets in the Graeco-Roman world, but it also encodes subtle and
significant differences from other banquets in the Graeco-Roman world.

3
With regard to how communal meals are spaces to contest honor in the Graeco-Roman world, see Mcrae,
“Eating with Honor,” 165–81; D’Arms, “The Roman Convivium and the Idea of Equality,” 308–20, and Wecowski,
“When Did the Symposion Die?” 264.

247
The second feature of this meal which was not attested in the Graeco-Roman meal
tradition is the eschatological outlook. This outlook—specifically Jewish—imposes a futuristic
interpretation and value on the Lord’s Supper in Corinth. This interpretation and value impact
the spatial and temporal dimensions of the meal. The Lord’s Supper according to Paul was
instituted by Jesus—the Messiah—whose presence at every communal meal brings the meal
under divine strictures that also entail the potential for judgment by Jesus. Jesus, he messiah, is
the same figure who will come again and whose imminent arrival is anticipated by this meal. The
meal will be celebrated until the messiah comes again.4
To celebrate a meal in honor of a hero or an event was a common occurrence in the
Graeco-Roman world. Two examples suffice here. The first is a meal in honor of Epicurus by his
disciples as narrated by Diogenes Laertius.
And from the revenues made over by me to Amynomachus and Timocrates let
them to the best of their power in consultation with Hermarchus make separate
provision (1) for the funeral offerings to my father, mother, and brothers, and (2)
for the customary celebration of my birthday on the tenth day of Gamelion in each
year, and for the meeting of all my school held every month on the twentieth day
to commemorate Metrodorus and myself according to the rules now in force. Let
them also join in celebrating the day in Poseideon which commemorates my
brothers, and likewise the day in Metageitnion which commemorates Polyaenus,
as I have done hitherto.5

4
5

ἄχρι οὗ ἔλθῃ 1 Cor 11:26.

Ἐκ δὲ τῶν γινομένων προσόδων τῶν δεδομένων ἀφ᾿ ἡμῶν Ἀμυνομάχῳ καὶ Τιμοκράτει κατὰ τὸ δυνατὸν
μεριζέσθωσαν μεθ᾿ Ἑρμάρχου σκοπούμενοι εἴς τε τὰ ἐναγίσματα τῷ τε πατρὶ καὶ τῇ ητρὶ καὶ τοῖς ἀδελφοῖς, καὶ ἡμῖν
εἰς τὴν εἰθισμένην ἄγεσθαι γενέθλιον ἡμέραν ἑκάστου ἔτους τῇ προτέρᾳ δεκάτῃ τοῦ Γαμηλιῶνος, ὥσπερ καὶ εἰς τὴν
γινομένην σύνοδον ἑκάστου μηνὸς ταῖς εἰκάσι τῶν συμφιλοσοφούντων ἡμῖν εἰς τὴν ἡμῶν τε καὶ Μητροδώρου
<μνήμην> κατατεταγμένην. συντελείτωσαν δὲ καὶ τὴν τῶν ἀδελφῶν ἡμέραν τοῦ Ποσειδεῶνος· συντελείτωσαν δὲ
καὶ τὴν Πολυαίνου τοῦ Μεταγειτνιῶνος καθάπερ καὶ ἡμεῖς. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers:
Epicurus 10:18 (Hicks, LCL).
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Similarly, both Cicero and Pliny the Elder have records of the disciples of Epicurus observing his
birthday in his honor with a meal. According to Pliny the Elder:
The same people decorate even their own anointing-rooms with portraits of
athletes of the wrestling-ring, and display all round their bedrooms and carry
about with them likenesses of Epicurus; they offer sacrifices on his birthday, and
keep his festival, which they call the eikas on the 20th day of every month—these
of all people, whose desire it is not to be known even when alive!6
The second example can be found in the inscription of Epikteta of Thera, which is a
testament of about two hundred lines.7 This inscription mandates the completion of the shrine
dedicated to the Muses started by Epikteta’s late husband Phoinix and the establishment of a
three-day yearly festival. On the first day, sacrifices are to be offered to the Muses, on the second
day, to Phoinix and Epikteta, and on the third day, to their sons, Kratesilochos and Andragoras.8
Across the Graeco-Roman world, there were other groups who held celebrations in honor of their
heroes or remarkable events. The various Bacchic associations formed in honor of Dionysus are
another of these groups. However, in none of these do we have an expectation of the return of the
hero/protagonist at the center point of the communal meal as we have it in the Lord’s Supper in
Corinth. Thus, this feature of the eschatological expectation of the messiah—the hero in the story

6

Iidem palaestrae athletarum imagi nibus et ceromata sua exornant, Epicuri voltus per cubicula gestant ac
circumferunt secum. natali eius sacrificant, feriasque omni mense vicesima luna custodiunt, quas icadas vocant, ii
maxime, qui se ne viventes quidem nosci volunt Cf. Pliny the Elder, Natural History XXXV.5 (Rackham, LCL).
Cicero notes that Epicurus’ heirs, “Amynochus and Timocrates, shall after consultation with Hermarchus assign a
sufficient sum to celebrate his birthday every year in the month of Gamelion, and also on the twentieth day of every
month shall assign a sum for a banquet to his fellow-students in philosophy, in order to keep alive the memory of
himself and of Metrodorus.” Amynomachus et Timocrates, heredes sui, de Hermarchi sententia dent quod satis sit
ad diem agendum natalem suum quotannis mense Gamelione, itemque omnibus mensibus vicesimo die lunae dent
ad eorum epulas qui una secum philosophati sint, ut et sui et Metrodori memoria colatur. See Cicero, De Finibus
Bonorun et Malorun II :101–102 (Rackham, LCL).
7

IG XII/3 330. For other bequest in honor of heroes/individuals see: IG X/2.1 259; IG X/2.1 260; Philippi
II 133/G44; IJO II 196; IHierapJ 133; OGIS 326.
8

GRA 36.

249
of the early Christ groups—is a significant part of understanding the Lord’s Supper which is
absent in the prototype and other meals in the Graeco-Roman banquet tradition.
My argument therefore holds that Paul’s interpretation of the misfortunes in the
Corinthian community as the result of sacrilegious behavior and the eschatological outlook of the
Lord’s Supper make this meal a distinctive member of the Graeco-Roman meal tradition.
Distinctiveness in this sense does not mean uniqueness. As a matter of fact, the Lord’s Supper is
so similar to other banquets that, according to Paul, a confusion (with fatal consequences)
between the two phenomena is possible. There would be no confusion if there were no
similarities and there would be no fatal consequences if there were no differences. In the
background of the distinctive character of this meal are the similarities it shares with other meals
of the Graeco-Roman world. In fact, the similarities this meal shares with the other meals are
what makes the distinctive character of the meal more significant, for it enriched the meal
tradition.
It is my hope that future research on the background of early Christianity in the GraecoRoman world will employ comparative methodological tools that pay attention not only to what
the early Christ groups share with other meal practices among associations in the Graeco-Roman
world but also the subtle, distinct ways in which these groups differ from these associations. If
these differences are ignored, scholars will fail to do justice to the contributions of the early
Christ groups to the Graeco-Roman world.
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